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ABSTRACT
In W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n ,  r e d e m p t io n  i s  p r i m a r i l y  a m a t t e r  of  
f a i t h .  I n  o r d e r  t o  be s a v e d ,  a m a n 's  f a i t h  i n  s e l f  o r  s o m e th in g  beyond 
s e l f  must  j u s t i f y  h i s  e x i s t e n c e  i n  a u n i v e r s e  which  i s  a l l - t o o - f r e q u e n t l y  
c h a o t i c ,  a b s u r d ,  and dehum anized .
A l l  o f  S t y r o n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  i n i t i a l l y  b e l i e v e  i n  a W i n n i e - t h e -  
Pooh w o r ld  o f  s w e e tn e s s  and l i g h t .  Time and e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h o u g h ,  a lways  
d e s t r o y  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  c h i l d h o o d  in n o c en ce  - -  h i s  n a i v e  f a i t h  i n  an o r d e r e d  
and b e n e v o l e n t  w o r l d .  Somet imes,  b e c a u se  of  f a t e  o r  w e a k n e s s ,  the  
c h a r a c t e r  c a n n o t  a c c e p t  t h i s  l o s s .  S u i c i d e  o r  i n s a n i t y  i s  t h e  r e s u l t .
I f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  i s  s t r o n g  enough t o  c o n t i n u e  on a f t e r  th e  end 
o f  c h i l d h o o d  in n o c e n c e ,  he may become s im p ly  a b i t t e r  and d i s i l l u s i o n e d  
man, i n c a p a b l e  o f  a s u s t a i n e d  s t r u g g l e  f o r  new v a l u e s .  He may n o t  commit 
s u i c i d e ,  b u t  n e i t h e r  can  he d i s c o v e r  a n y t h i n g  which w i l l  make h i s  l i f e  
m e a n in g f u l  a g a i n .
On th e  o t h e r  hand ,  i n s t e a d  o f  r e m a i n i n g  i n e r t ,  a c h a r a c t e r  may 
s t r u g g l e  a c t i v e l y  t o  a s s e r t  h i m s e l f  a s  a human b e i n g  o f  w o r t h .  Most 
o f t e n ,  th e  s t r u g g l e  i s  a g a i n s t  an o r g a n i z a t i o n  o r  a sy s t e m  which  t r i e s  
t o  deny  him th e  r i g h t  t o  d e t e r m i n e  h i s  own d e s t i n y .  I n  r e s i s t i n g  such  
m ora l  t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m ,  however ,  S t y r o n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  somet imes f a l l  i n t o  
t h e  a b y s s  of  s o l i p s i s m  o r  f a n a t i c i s m ,  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  v i s i o n  o f  
t r u t h  a l o n e  j u s t i f i e s  w h a te v e r  a c t i o n s  t h e y  t a k e .  I n  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e  f o r  
r e d e m p t iv e  fr eedom ,  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  l o s e ,  c o m p l e t e l y  o r  t e m p o r a r i l y ,  
t h e i r  h u m a n i ty .
iv
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I f  a c h a r a c t e r  i s  a b l e  t o  a v o i d  s o l i p s i s m  or  f a n a t i c i s m ,  he 
may in d e e d  be a b l e  t o  c r e a t e  new v a l u e s  f o r  h i m s e l f .  But h i s  new v a l u e s  
may a g a i n  be d e s t r o y e d  by e x p e r i e n c e  o r  f a t e ,  so  t h a t  he i s  f o r c e d  t o  
go th r o u g h  th e  same p r o c e s s  o f  i n t r o s p e c t i o n  and s t r u g g l e .  He i s  f o r c e d  
once a g a i n  to  r e o r d e r  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n  of  s e l f ,  t h e  w o r l d ,  and God and t o  
f i n d  a f a i t h  which  w i l l  j u s t i f y  h i s  e x i s t e n c e  i n  a f r a g m e n te d ,  co n fu s ed  
w o r l d .
S t y r o n  seems t o  im ply  t h a t  man i s  a lways  h a v i n g  t o  modify  o r  
change h i s  v a l u e s  i n  th e  l i g h t  o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  th e  r e d e m p t iv e  
p a t t e r n  t h a t  we f i n d  i n  h i s  f i c t i o n  i s  a c y c l i c a l  one ,  o f  m a n 's  v a l u e s  
b e i n g  d e s t r o y e d  and p e r h a p s  r e c r e a t e d ,  o f  m a n 's  f a i t h  b e i n g  l o s t  and 
t h e n  p e r h a p s  renew ed .  P o s s i b l y ,  t h i s  i s  why a l l  o f  S t y r o n ' s  " redemp­
t i v e  e n d i n g s "  seem a l i t t l e  f o r c e d .  I n  S t y r o n ' s  e s t i m a t i o n ,  t h e r e  i s  
no such  t h i n g  as  a p e r f e c t  m ora l  code ;  t h e r e  i s  no such  t h i n g  a s  a 
p e r f e c t  f a i t h .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i f  man i s  t o  be r edeem ed ,  he must  f o r e v e r  
c o n t i n u e  t o  s t r u g g l e  f o r  b o t h .
INTRODUCTION
I n  th e  l a s t  p a r t  o f  the  o p e n in g  s e c t i o n  o f  W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  n o v e l  
The C o n f e s s i o n s  of  Nat T u r n e r , we a r e  w i t n e s s e s  t o  a scene  which i s  
s y m b o l i c a l l y  a t  the  c e n t e r  o f  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n .  We f i n d  Nat  T u rn e r  i n  
h i s  p r i s o n  c e l l  a f t e r  he has  b een  s e n t e n c e d  t o  d e a t h  by the  County 
C o u r t  o f  Sou thham pton  f o r  " p l o t t i n g  i n  c o ld  b lo o d  th e  i n d i s c r i m i n a t e  
d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  men, o f  h e l p l e s s  women, and o f  i n f a n t  c h i l d r e n . " ^  On 
t h i s  h i s  judgment d ay ,  a l l  o f  N a t ' s  s a c r i f i c e s  and e f f o r t s  on b e h a l f  
o f  h i s  b l a c k  b r o t h e r s  seem to  have been  i n  v a i n .  His b r i e f  r e b e l l i o n  
h a s  been  q u a s h e d ,  and h i s  p e r s o n a l  dream o f  f reedom h a s  been  s h a t t e r e d .
As Nat l i e s  a l o n e  i n  h i s  c e l l ,  w i s h i n g  he had a B i b l e ,  h i s  l a w ye r  Mr.
Gray v i s i t s  him. I n  h i s  u s u a l ,  b l u n t  f a s h i o n ,  Gray t e l l s  N at  t h a t  he 
and h i s  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a r e  p e r s o n a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  th e  d e a t h  o f  "one 
hundred  and t h i r t y - o n e  in n o c e n t  n i g g e r s  bo th  s l a v e  and f r e e , "  and t h a t  
N a t ' s  r e v o l t  has  d e f e a t e d  b l a c k  e m a n c i p a t i o n  f o r e v e r .  Then Gray a s k s ,
" ' I  r e c k o n  you d i d n ' t  f i g u r e  on t h a t  back  t h e n ,  d id  y o u ? " '  And Nat 
r e p l i e s ,  ' " N o . " '  ( 1 1 3 ) .
A f t e r  Gray l e a v e s  him, Nat b e g i n s  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  maybe the  lawyer  
i s  r i g h t ,  maybe h i s  b lo o d y  r e v o l t  "was f o r  n o t h i n g , "  and t h a t  a l l  he 
d id  "was e v i l  i n  t h e  s i g h t  o f  God."  I n  t h e  q u i e t  o f  th e  l a t e  autumn 
a f t e r n o o n ,  he a s k s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  which i s  e i t h e r  r e p e a t e d  a l o u d  o r
The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat  T u rn e r  (New York:  Random House,  1967) ,
p.  105.  A l l  s u b s e q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n  w i l l  be g i v e n  by page 
number w i t h i n  t h e  t e x t .
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s i l e n t l y  c o n s i d e r e d  by a l l  t h e  main c h a r a c t e r s  i n  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n :
" Then what  1̂  done was w ro n g . L o r d ? . . . And i f  what  1̂  done was w r o n g .
i s  t h e r e  no r e d e m p t i o n ?" ( 1 1 5 ) .
A man on h i s  judgment day ,  q u e s t i o n i n g  h i s  m ora l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
f o r  p a s t  a c t i o n s  and th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e d e m p t io n  - -  t h i s ,  I  b e l i e v e ,
i s  t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  m o t i f  i n  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n .  At the  b e g i n n i n g  of
L ie  Down i n  D a r k n e s s . f o r  exam ple ,  we a r e  shown M i l t o n  L o f t i s  on h i s
judgment day as he a w a i t s  t h e  c o f f i n  which h o ld s  t h e  body o f  h i s  b e lo v e d
d a u g h t e r  P e y to n .  For  t h e  f i r s t  t ime i n  h i s  l i f e ,  L o f t i s  i s  u n a b l e  to
2
evade  th e  p r e s e n t ,  u n a b l e  t o  evade  the  " e v id e n c e  o f  a l l  h i s  e r r o r s . "  
T h e r e f o r e ,  a s  he w a i t s  f o r  P e y t o n ' s  body t o  a r r i v e  on the  t r a i n ,
M i l t o n  r e t u r n s  i n  h i s  mind t o  t ime p a s t ,  h o p in g  to  f i n d  answ ers  t o  th e  
q u e s t i o n s  which have been  p u s h in g  t h e i r  way i n t o  th e  f o r e f r o n t  o f  h i s  
c o n s c i o u s n e s s :  What d i d  I  do wrong? What i s  my r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  in
P e y t o n ' s  d e a t h ?  I s  t h e r e  any hope t h a t  I  can t r a n s c e n d  my sor row  and 
my gu i 11 ?
S i m i l a r l y ,  i n  S e t  Th is  House on F i r e ,  b o th  th e  n a r r a t o r  P e t e r  
L e v e r e t t ,  and th e  h e r o  o f  the  n o v e l ,  Cass K i n s o l v i n g ,  a r e  drawn i n  
memory back  t o  Sambuco,  I t a l y ,  b e c a u s e  of  P e t e r ' s  f e e l i n g s  of  so r row ,  
r e g r e t ,  and r e c r i m i n a t i o n ,  and to  t h o s e  o ld  q u e s t i o n s ,  "What am I  d o i n g ?
3
Where am I  g o i n g ?" Most o f  the  n a r r a t i v e ,  how ever ,  c e n t e r s  around  
P e t e r ' s  f r i e n d  Cass  K i n s o l v i n g  and h i s  a c t i o n s  and h i s  mora l  r e s p o n s i ­
b i l i t i e s  i n  t ime p a s t .  He i s  th e  one who s t r u g g l e s  to  redeem h i m s e l f
2
L ie  Down i n  D arkness  (New York: B o b b s - M e r r i l l , 1951) ,  p.  14.
A l l  s u b s e q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n  w i l l  be g i v e n  by page number
w i t h i n  t h e  t e x t .
^ S e t  Th is  House on F i r e  (New York:  Random House ,  1960) ,  p .  7.
A l l  s u b s e q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n  w i l l  be g i v e n  by page number
w i t h i n  th e  t e x t .
3
from an a l c o h o l i c ,  f a i t h l e s s ,  empty e x i s t e n c e .  I t  i s  C as s ,  p r i m a r i l y ,
who must come t o  m ora l  te rm s  w i th  h i m s e l f  c o n c e r n i n g  the  r ap e  and
murder  o f  a g i r l  he lo v e s  and h i s  s u b s e q u e n t  m urder  o f  the  r a p i s t ,  Mason
F l a g g .  L ike  Nat T u rn e r  and M i l t o n  L o f t i s ,  Cass " d i d n ' t  f i g u r e "  t h a t  he
would be d i r e c t l y  or  i n d i r e c t l y  i n v o l v e d  i n  so much human sor row  and
d e s t r u c t i o n  and t h a t  he would be f o r c e d  one day to  weigh th e  e v id e n c e
o f  h i s  a c t i o n s  and p a s s  judgment on h i s  own s o u l .
I t  seems q u i t e  l i k e l y  t h a t  S t y r o n ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n  was engaged from
th e  v e r y  f i r s t  by the  image o f  an i m p r i s o n e d ,  t r a p p e d ,  or  doomed man
w e ig h in g  th e  e v id e n c e  of  h i s  p a s t  a c t i o n s  i n  o r d e r  t o  p a s s  judgment on
h i s  own s o u l .  In  an i n t e r v i e w  w i th  George P l im p to n  in  O c to b e r  1967,
S t y r o n  s a i d  t h a t  he had w an ted  to  w r i t e  a b o u t  Nat T u r n e r ' s  r e v o l t ,
c a p t u r e ,  and d e a t h  s i n c e  th e  e a r l y  1 9 5 0 ' s  b u t  c o u ld  not  q u i t e  d e c i d e
how t o  do s o .  I n  1962,  th o u g h ,  a f t e r  r e a d i n g  Camus'  The S t r a n g e r , he
found  th e  s p e c i f i c  image he had been  s e a r c h i n g  f o r .  S t y r o n  s a y s  of
Camus'  book:  "There  was s o m e th in g  a b o u t  the  p o ig n a n c y  o f  t h e  condemned
man s i t t i n g  in  h i s  j a i l  c e l l  on the  day of  h i s  e x e c u t i o n  - -  t h e  e x i s t e n -
4
t i a l  p r e d ic a m e n t  o f  th e  man - -  h i t  m e ."  But even  though  Camus gave 
S t y r o n  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  image he needed f o r  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat  T u r n e r . 
I  t h i n k  t h a t  L i e  Down i n  D a r k n e s s . S e t  T h i s  House on F i r e , and even  The 
Long March show t h a t  he had  lo n g  been  p r e o c c u p i e d  w i t h  t h i s  k in d  of  
" e x i s t e n t i a l  p r e d i c a m e n t . "
The p r e c i s e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  " e x i s t e n t i a l  p r e d i c a m e n t "  i n  each  
o f  S t y r o n ' s  n o v e l s  and h i s  one n o v e l l a  w i l l  be one o f  t h e  c h i e f  c o n c e rn s
4
" W il l i a m  S t y r o n :  A Shared  O r d e a l , "  New York Times Book Review 
(O c to b e r  8 ,  1967) ,  p.  2.
of  t h i s  s t u d y .  I n  g e n e r a l  t e r m s ,  che dilemma t h a t  f a c e s  S t y r o n ' s  
c h a r a c t e r s  i s  what  K a r l  J a s p e r s  c a l l s  " t h e  b a s i c  p rob lem  o f  ou r  t i m e , "  
t h a t  i s ,  " w h e th e r  an i n d e p e n d e n t  human b e i n g  i n  h i s  s e I f - c o m p r e h e n d e d  
d e s t i n y  i s  s t i l l  p o s s i b l e . I t  i s  a dilemma which f i n d s  man, condemned 
e v e n t u a l l y  t o  d i e ,  d o in g  b a t t l e  w i t h  t h e  f o r c e s  i n  s o c i e t y  and i n  s e l f  
which a r e  opposed  t o  h i s  t r u e  b e i n g ,  t o  h i s  t r u e  s e l f - h o o d ,  t o  h i s  
f reedom .  For  exam ple ,  a l m o s t  a l l  the  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  S t y r o n ' s  n o v e l s  
gnaw upon t h e i r  own s o u l s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  f e e l  t r a p p e d ,  damned,  and s i c k  
a t  th e  c o r e  of  t h e i r  b e i n g .  Because  o f  t h i s  f e e l i n g ,  each  c h a r a c t e r  
s t r u g g l e s  t o  a g r e a t e r  o r  l e s s e r  e x t e n t  t o  redeem h i m s e l f ,  t o  f i n d  a way 
o u t  of  th e  p e r s o n a l  h e l l  he knows he i s  l o c k e d  i n .  T h e r e f o r e ,  th e  s t o r y  
o f  each  n ove l  i s  one of  modern man i n  q u e s t  o f  h i m s e l f ,  a q u e s t  which 
f o r c e s  a c h a r a c t e r  t o  walk  a h i g h ,  n a r row  p a t h  i f  he i s  t o  be redeemed.
On one s i d e  o f  th e  p a t h  i s  th e  v o i d  of  a u t h o r i t y  and on th e  o t h e r ,  the  
v o i d  o f  s o l i p s i s m .
S t y r o n ' s  n o v e l s  a r e  n o t ,  however ,  s im p l y  " e x i s t e n t i a l . "  I n  f a c t ,  
one of  t h e  t h o r n i e s t  q u e s t i o n s  i n v o l v i n g  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n a l  w o r ld  i s  
w h e th e r  o r  n o t  h i s  v a l u e s  a r e  b a s i c a l l y  e x i s t e n t i a l  o r  b a s i c a l l y  C h r i s t i a n  
For  exam ple ,  does  M i l t o n  L o f t i s  o r  Nat T u r n e r  p a s s  judgment on h i s  s o u l  
based  on such  C h r i s t i a n  v a l u e s  a s  l o v e ,  h u m i l i t y ,  p a t i e n c e ,  t e m p e ra n c e ,  
and o b e d i e n c e  o r  on such  e x i s t e n t i a l  v a l u e s  as  c o u r a g e ,  commitment,  a c t i o n  
and in d e p e n d e n c e ?  T h i s  t e n s i o n  be tw een  C h r i s t i a n  and e x i s t e n t i a l  v a l u e s  
i s  e v i d e n t  i n  a l l  o f  S t y r o n ' s  work .  I t  i s ,  I  b e l i e v e ,  what  S t y r o n  
p a r t i a l l y  had i n  mind when he s a i d  t h a t  t h e  S ou th  o f f e r e d  such  w o n d e r f u l
~*Man i n  t h e  Modern A ge , t r a n s .  Eden and Cedar  P a u l  (London: 
R o u t l e d g e  & K. P a u l ,  1 951 ) ,  p .  203.
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m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  n o v e l i s t  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  one s t i l l  c o u l d  f i n d  " t h e  c o n ­
f l i c t  be tween  the o r d e r e d  P r o t e s t a n t  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  fu n d a m e n ta l i s m  
based  on th e  Old T e s t a m e n t ,  and the  t w e n t i e t h  C e n t u r y . " ^
There  i s  a l s o  a t h i r d  e l e m e n t  which  must  be c o n s i d e r e d  in  an 
e v a l u a t i o n  of  S t y r o n ' s  n o v e l s  i n  g e n e r a l  and t h e  theme o f  r e d e m p t io n  
i r  p a r t i c u l a r ,  and t h a t  i s  f a t e  o r  n e c e s s i t y .  E s p e c i a l l y  i n  L i e  Down 
i n  D arkness  and The Long March,  one f e e l s  a t  t i m e s  t h a t  a m a n 's  v a l u e s ,  
be t h e y  e x i s t e n t i a l  o r  C h r i s t i a n ,  and a m a n ' s  a c t i o n s  mean no more 
th a n  h i s  l u c k .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  i t  i s  somet imes  q u i t e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e t e r ­
mine j u s t  what  S t y r o n ' s  mora l  o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  a t t i t u d e  i s .  Th is  
e l u s i v e  mora l  c e n t e r  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  d i s c o n c e r t i n g  t o  c r i t i c s  such  as  
Jo h n  A l d r i d g e ,  who f e e l s  t h a t  i n  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  S t y r o n ' s  " e f f o r t s  
t o  m arry  F i t z g e r a l d ,  F re u d ,  modern h i s t o r y ,  and p r o v i n c i a l  t r a g e d y  . . . 
r e s u l t  i n  a r t i s t i c  sodomy."^ Being even  l e s s  k i n d  t o  S e t  This  House on 
F i r e , A l d r i d g e  s a y s  t h a t  "one i s  n e v e r  s u r e  . . . why t h e  e v e n t s  o c c u r  
i n  t h i s  way r a t h e r  t h a n  t h a t ,  why t h e y  s h o u ld  have t h i s  e f f e c t  r a t h e r  
t h a n  some o t h e r  - -  and one f e e l s  t h a t  S t y r o n ,  w h i l e  w r i t i n g  i t ,  was
Q
n e v e r  s u r e . "  T h a t  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n  does  n o t  f i t  i n t o  any t i d y  mora l  
o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c a t e g o r y  i s  t r u e .  However,  i t  seems t o  me t h a t  h i s  
f i c t i o n  t h e r e b y  a c c u r a t e l y  r e f l e c t s  t h e  complex ,  f r a g m e n te d  a t t i t u d e s  
o f  c o n te m p o ra ry  s o c i e t y .  J u s t  b e c a u s e  S t y r o n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  f r e q u e n t l y  
c o n f u s e d  does  n o t  mean S t y r o n  i s .
^ P e t e r  M a t t h i e s s e n  and George P l i m p t o n ,  "The A r t  of  F i c t i o n  V ,"  
P a r i s  Rev iew . No. 5 ( S p r i n g ,  1 954 ) ,  48 .
^Time t o  Murder and C r e a t e : The Con tem pora ry  Novel  i n  C r i s i s
(New York:  McKay, 1 966 ) ,  p .  39.
g
I b i d . ,  p . 46 .
6
Whether  S t y r o n ' s  v a l u e s  a r e  u l t i m a t e l y  C h r i s t i a n  o r  e x i s t e n t i a l ,  
t h e  c o s t  o f  r e d e m p t io n  f o r  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  i s  h i g h ,  i f  n o t  i m p o s s i b l e .
To be s a v e d ,  t h e y  must  s u f f e r ,  b o th  by s a c r i f i c i n g  s e l f  f o r  th e  good of  
o t h e r s  and by s t r u g g l i n g  t o  f r e e  t h e m s e lv e s  from th e  p e o p l e ,  f o r c e s ,  
and s y s t e m s  which a t t e m p t  t o  a n n i h i l a t e  t h e i r  v e r y  b e i n g .  They must  be 
bo th  th e  a n v i l  and th e  hammer in  a w o r ld  where God i s  e i t h e r  dead o r  
t o o  weak t o  o f f e r  h e l p  and where f a t e  o r  n e c e s s i t y  may s u d d e n l y  r e v e a l  
a h id d e n  f law  i n  t h e  b e s t  o f  f o r g e  work .  D e s p i t e  t h e s e  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  a lw ays  p r e s e n t  i n  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n  t h a t  a man can  
f o r g e  h i m s e l f  i n t o  s o m e th ing  a u t h e n t i c ,  s t r o n g ,  and f r e e .  K a r l  J a s p e r s  
m igh t  have been  s p e a k in g  f o r  some o f  S t y r o n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  when he s a y s ,  
"A l though  I  am an a n v i l ,  a s  a hammer I  can  consummate what  I  s u f f e r . " ^
T h i s  s t u d y  w i l l  be c o n c e rn e d  w i t h  the  " e x i s t e n t i a l  p r e d i c a m e n t "  
o f  S t y r o n ' s  main c h a r a c t e r s  and w i t h  t h e i r  q u e s t  f o r  meaning  and p u r ­
p o s e .  I t  w i l l  l o o k  a t  the  c h i e f  f i g u r e s  i n  S t y r o n ' s  n o v e l s  and h i s  
n o v e l l a  and t r y  t o  s ee  e x a c t l y  why t h e s e  p e o p l e  a r e ,  o r  t h i n k  th e y  a r e ,  
damned.  N ex t ,  i t  w i l l  f o l l o w  each  c h a r a c t e r ' s  s e a r c h  f o r  r e d e m p t io n ,  
d e c i d e  w h e th e r  r e d e m p t io n  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  p o s s i b l e ,  and i f  s o ,  e x p l o r e  i t s  
na t u r e .
Viewed from t h i s  p a t t e r n  o f  d a m n a t io n ,  s t r u g g l e ,  and ,  p e r h a p s ,  
r e d e m p t io n ,  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n  t a k e s  on added s i g n i f i c a n c e :  f i r s t ,
b e c a u s e  th e  theme o f  r e d e m p t io n  w i t h  a l l  i t s  many i r o n i e s  i s  one o f  th e  
g r a n d  themes o f  American  l i t e r a t u r e ;  and s e c o n d ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  v e r y  s e r i o u s  
r e l i g i o u s  and p h i l o s o p h i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  S t y r o n  p o s e s  th r o u g h  an 
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  theme e l e v a t e  eac h  o f  h i s  books  beyond th e  o f t e n t i m e s
9
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c o n t r o v e r s i a l ,  l i t e r a l  l e v e l  o f  d r a m a t i c  a c t i o n .  For  exam ple ,  i t  seems 
to  me t h a t  one c a n n o t  f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat  T u rn e r  
u n t i l  he s e e s  t h a t  S t y r o n ' s  a r t  i n  t h i s  book t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  
o f  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tween  b l a c k  c h a r a c t e r s  and a w h i t e  a u t h o r  and the  
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  the  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  s l a v e r y  i n  t h e  Old S o u th .  Of p r im a ry  
im p o r tan ce  a r e  Nat  T u r n e r ' s  r e d e m p t iv e  q u e s t  and the  p a r a l l e l s  be tween  
Nat and co n te m p o ra ry  man. And the  same t h i n g  i s  t r u e ,  I  t h i n k ,  o f  a l l  
o f  S t y r o n ' s  h e r o e s  and h e r o i n e s .
CHAPTER I
GROWING UP DAMNED
- -  "Ah, f o r  a man to  a r i s e  i n  me, t h a t  t h e  man 
I  am s h o u ld  c e a s e  t o  b e . "  - -  M i l t o n  L o f t i s
S t y r o n ' s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  (1 9 5 1 ) ,  t e l l s  the  
s t o r y  of  th e  L o f t i s  f a m i l y  o f  P o r t  Warwick,  V i r g i n i a .  The c e n t r a l  
c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h i s  book a r e  M i l t o n ,  H e len ,  and P e y t o n  L o f t i s .  M i l t o n  
i s  a law yer  who does l i t t l e  more t h a n  d r i n k ,  p l a y  g o l f ,  and sm o the r  h i s  
y o u n g e s t  d a u g h t e r  P e y to n  w i t h  l o v e .  M i l t o n ' s  w i f e  Helen  i s  a p u r i t a n i ­
c a l ,  c o l d  woman who spends  most  o f  h e r  t ime t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  s i n  and a l l  
i t s  many m a n i f e s t a t i o n s .  M i l t o n  and H elen  have two d a u g h t e r s ,  Maudie 
and P e y to n .  Maudie,  t h e  o l d e s t ,  i s  m e n t a l l y  r e t a r d e d - and p h y s i c a l l y  
c r i p p l e d .  P e y t o n ,  on t h e  o t h e r  h and ,  i s  b r i g h t ,  b e a u t i f u l ,  and 
p h y s i c a l l y  h e a l t h y .  E v e n t u a l l y ,  M i l t o n  and Helen  s e p a r a t e ,  and M i l to n  
t a k e s  D o l ly  Bonner ,  a r a t h e r  common, b u t  s o f t  and l o v i n g  woman, f o r  a 
m i s t r e s s .  Maudie d i e s  i n  h e r  t w e n t i e s  o f  t u b e r c u l o s i s ,  and P e y to n  
commits s u i c i d e  soon a f t e r  she i s  m a r r i e d .
We a r e  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  M i l t o n  L o f t i s  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  the  n o v e l  
as  he and D o l ly  w a i t  a t  t h e  r a i l r o a d  d e p o t  f o r  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  P e y t o n ' s  
body .  (The t ime p r e s e n t  s equence  of  the  book b e g i n s  h e r e  and e n d s ,  f o r  
t h e  L o f t i s e s ,  a t  the  c h a p e l  where P e y to n  i s  t o  be b u r i e d . )  Overwhelmed 
by so r row  and by f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t ,  M i l t o n  r e t u r n s  i n  memory t o  the  
p a s t  and a t t e m p t s  t o  a s c e r t a i n  what  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  he had i n  h i s
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d a u g h t e r ' s  d e a t h .  I n s o f a r  as  L o f t i s  i s  c o n c e rn e d ,  the  p a s t  f i n d s  mean­
in g  in  f i v e  key  s c e n e s :  (1 )  a Sunday when Maudie and Pey to n  a r e  s m a l l
c h i l d r e n ;  (2 )  th e  dance i n  honor  of  P e y t o n ' s  s i x t e e n t h  b i r t h d a y  in  
August  1939; (3 )  P e y t o n ' s  r e t u r n  home from c o l l e g e  d u r i n g  the  1941 
C h r i s tm a s  h o l i d a y s ;  (4 )  M i l t o n ' s  t r i p  t o  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e  in  November 
o f  1942; and (5 )  P e y t o n ' s  wedding i n  1944.
I f  one c o n s i d e r s  m e re ly  the s u r f a c e  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e s e  f i v e  s c e n e s ,  
he might  co n c lu d e  t h a t  S t y r o n ' s  f i r s t  n o v e l  i s  s im p ly  a n o t h e r  v a r i a t i o n  
on what  i s  somet imes c a l l e d  the  F a u l k n e r i a n  theme o f  " d e c a d e n c e . "  I t  
i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  few c r i t i c s  o f  the  book v iew i t  as  l i t t l e  
more t h a n  warmed-over  W i l l i a m  F a u l k n e r ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  F a u l k n e r ' s  The 
Sound and th e  F u r y . John A l d r i d g e ,  f o r  exam ple ,  s ay s  t h a t  L i e  Down in  
Darkness
i s  a r e m a rk a b ly  s k i l l f u l  a d a p t a t i o n  of  the F a u l k n e r i a n  i m a g i n a t i o n  
to  m a t e r i a l s  t h a t  have n o t ,  p e r f o r c e ,  been  r e im a g in e d  a t  a l l .  I t  
i s  F a u l k n e r i a n  n o t  o n ly  i n  i t s  e v o c a t i o n  o f  the  f a m i l i a r  S o u th e rn  
G o th ic  a i r  o f  e v i l  and a lm o s t  m e t e o r o l o g i c a l  dam na t ion  ( t h e  s o r t  
t h a t  can  now be had i n  S o u th e r n  f i c t i o n  s im p ly  by s e e d i n g  the  c lo u d s  
w i th  a l i t t l e  e s s e n c e  o f  sweet  W i l l i a m , )  b u t  in  i t s  heavy i n d e b t ­
ed n e s s  t o  s p e c i f i c  F a u l k n e r  n o v e l s .  The Sound and th e  F ury  and As 
_I Lay Dying a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  p ro m in en t  a s  o r i g i n a l  s o u r c e s  f o r  the 
f u n e r a l  s e t t i n g ,  th e  i d i o t - c h i l d  m o t i f ,  and th e  f i g u r e  o f  the  g u i l t  
— burdened  and u l t i m a t e l y  s u i c i d a l  young p e r s o n  who c a n n o t  e s c a p e ,  
even  i n  t h e  a l i e n  N o r th ,  t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e  o f  S o u th e r n  f a t a l i t y .
Th is  k in d  of  c r i t i c i s m  i s  v e r y  e n t e r t a i n i n g ,  p r e c i s e l y  b eca u se  
i t  i s  so  g l i b .  One g e t s  th e  i m p r e s s i o n  t h a t  A l d r i d g e  s im p ly  i s  n o t  
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  th e  s t o r y  o f  L i e  Down i n  D a r k n e s s . much l e s s  i n  the  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  th e  a c t i o n .  I t  c o u ld  be t h a t  he came t o  the  nove l  
b o re d  i n  the  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  f o r  he t e l l s  us i n  t h e  P r e f a c e  t o  h i s  book 
Time t o  Murder and C r e a t e  t h a t  "o u r  most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  p r e s e n t  r e s p o n s e
Time t o  Murder and Crea t e : The Contemporary  Novel i n  C r i s  i s  
(New York: McKay, 1966) ,  p .  34.
t o  th e  nove l  i s  a f e e l i n g  of  boredom and de ja v u , a t i r e d  r e a l i z a t i o n  
t h a t  we have been  h e r e  b e f o r e  and have s e e n  i t  a l l  happen a g a i n  and
O
a g a i n .
C r i t i c s  l e s s  a f f e c t e d  by en n u i  have s e e n  t h a t  S t y r o n ' s  L ie  Down 
I n  D arkness  i s  a k i n  to  F a u l k n e r ' s  work o n ly  i n  i t s  s u r f a c e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  
I n  h e r  book V io le n c e  i n  R ecen t  S o u th e r n  F i c t i o n , f o r  exam ple ,  L o u i se  Y. 
G o s s e t t  r e c o g n i z e s  S t y r o n ' s  d e b t  t o  F a u l k n e r  i n  h i s  u se  of  v i o l e n c e  and 
h i s  " e l a b o r a t e  r h y t h m i c a l  s e n t e n c e s  m e d i t a t i n g  on human t r a g e d y . "  But 
G o s s e t t  a l s o  s e e s  t h a t  u n l i k e  F a u l k n e r ,  S t y r o n  "does  n o t  s i n g  of  a 
g o lden  p a s t  n o r  does  he p ro p h e s y  doc-, o f  e v i l  i n h e r e n t  i n  the p a s t . '
S i m i l a r l y ,  i n  The Faraway C o u n t r y , L ou is  D. Rub in ,  J r .  p o i n t s  o u t  in  
c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e t a i l  t h a t  w h i l e  the  s i t u a t i o n s  and some o f  th e  c h a r a c ­
t e r s  i n  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  a p p e a r  t o  be g r e a t l y  s i m i l a r  t o  th o s e  in  
The Sound and t h e  F u r y . the  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  t h e  two n o v e l s  a r e  q u i t e  
d i f f e r e n t .  The g i s t  o f  R u b i n ' s  d e t a i l e d  c o m p a r i s o n  i s  g iv e n  i n  one of  
h i s  summary s t a t e m e n t s :  "Where F a u l k n e r  e n v i s i o n s  the  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n
of  a l e a d i n g  S o u th e r n  f a m i l y  a s  s o m e th ing  d y n a s t i c ,  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  the  
s p i r i t u a l  and moral  e x h a u s t i o n  o f  g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  S o u th e rn  
l i f e ,  S t y r o n  p o r t r a y s  i t  a s  b e i n g  p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  the  
p e r s o n a l  w eaknesses  and s i n s  o f  a f a t h e r  and a m o th e r .  F a u l k n e r ' s
4
t r a g e d y  i s  h i s t o r i c a l ;  S t y r o n ' s  h a s  no i m p o r t a n t  b a s i s  i n  the  p a s t . "
Having removed S t y r o n  from the  t r a c k s  o f  The D ix ie  L i m i t e d ,
I b i d . ,  p .  x i i .
3
V io le n c e  i n  R ecen t  S o u th e r n  F i c t i o n  (Durham, N. C . :  Duke U n i ­
v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 965 ) ,  p .  122.
4
The Faraway C o u n t r y ; W r i t e r s  of  t h e  Modern South  ( S e a t t l e :  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  W ash ing ton  P r e s s ,  1963) ,  p .  206.
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( a s  F l a n n e r y  O'Connor  c a l l e d  W i l l i a m  Fau lkne r ) , "*  we can  d e a l  w i t h  L ie  
Down i n  D arkness  on i t s  own t e r m s .  But what  a r e  S t y r o n ' s  m a jo r  c o n ­
c e r n s  i n  h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l ?  Ihab  Hassan  i n  R a d i c a 1 In n o cen c e  s e e s  th e  
book a s  "a d o m e s t i c  t r a g e d y "  i n  which t h e  L o f t i s e s  s e a r c h  f o r  c h i l d ­
hood in n o c en ce  and f i n d  o n ly  d e a t h . ^  I n  t h e i r  " e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  
n e c e s s i t y "  ( t h e  t i t l e  of  H a s s a n ' s  e s s a y )  n e i t h e r  M i l t o n ,  H e len ,  o r  
P e y to n  "can  f u l l y  p e n e t r a t e  h i s  s i t u a t i o n , "  e s t a b l i s h  c o n n e c t i o n s  w i t h  
o t h e r s ,  o r  a c c e p t  the  r e a l i t i e s  o f  an  a b s u r d ,  " a d u l t "  w o r l d . 7 Each 
r em a in s  t r a p p e d  i n  an i s o l a t e d ,  c l o s e d  w o r ld  o f  c h i l d h o o d .  H e l e n ' s  
e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  e x p e r i e n c e  d r i v e s  h e r  mad; M i l t o n ' s  l e a v e s  him s c ream ­
i n g ,  " 'N o t h i n g !  N o t h i n g ! ' " ;  and P e y t o n ' s  c a u s e s  h e r  t o  commit s u i c i d e .
David D. G alloway i n  The Absurd  Hero i n  Amer ican  F i c t i o n  a l s o  
e m p h as ize s  the  e x i s t e n t i a l  a s p e c t s  o f  L ie  Down i n  D a r k n e s s . I t  i s ,  he 
s a y s ,  "a p lu n g e  i n t o  chaos  . . .  a d i s m i s s a l  o f  more p e r v a s i v e  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  ' a n s w e r s '  t o  t h a t  chaos  and an e n u m e r a t i o n  o f  c o n te m p o ra ry
g
a b s u r d i t i e s . "  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  Galloway b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  " c h i e f  c o n c e rn  
o f  t h i s  n o v e l  i s  w i t h  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  M i l t o n  and H e len  L o f t i s  and t h e i r
Q
d a u g h t e r  P e y to n  t o  a r r i v e  a t  some s o r t  of  p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . "
A ga in  on an  e x i s t e n t i a l  n o te  i s  L o u i s e  Y. G o s s e t t ' s  v iew t h a t  S t y r o n
■*"Sorae A s p e c t s  o f  t h e  G ro te s q u e  i n  S o u t h e r n  L i t e r a t u r e "  i n  The 
Added D im e n s io n : The A r t  and Mind o f  F l a n n e r y  O 'C o n n o r , e d .  M elv in  J .  
Fr iedman and Lewis A. Lawson (New York: Fordham U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,
1966) ,  p .  276 .
^R a d i c a l  I n n o c e n c e : S t u d i e s  i n  th e  C ontemporary  American  Novel  
( P r i n c e t o n :  P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 961 ) ,  p .  125.
7I b i d . . p .  132.
g
The Absurd  Hero i n  American  F i c t i o n  ( A u s t i n :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Texas
P r e s s ,  1966) ,  p .  53.
9I b i d . , p. 55.
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i s  c o n c e rn e d  w i th  " t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  f reedom f o r  man w i t h i n  i n s t i t u ­
t i o n s  and w i t h i n  h i m s e l f . "  L i e  Down i n  D a r k n e s s . G o s s e t t  t h i n k s ,  
" r e c o r d s  t h e  d e c l i n e  o f  f reedom and the i n c r e a s e  o f  v i o l e n c e  d u r i n g  
t h e  d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  a p r e s e n t - d a y  V i r g i n i a  f a m i l y .
While r e c o g n i z i n g  th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  e l e m e n t s  i n  S t y r o n ' s  f i r s t  
n o v e l ,  c r i t i c s  such  a s  L o u i s  D. R ub in ,  J r .  em phas ize  the  moral  and 
t h e o l o g i c a l  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  book.  Rubin t h i n k s  t h a t  S t y r o n  i s  e x p l o r i n g  
th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  any t h e o l o g y  o r  m o r a l i t y  t o  p o s s e s s  meaning f o r  t h e  
L o f t i s  f a m i l y .  To him, L ie  Down i n  D arkness  i s  a " l i t e r a r y  e x p l o r a t i o n  
o f  the  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f  c e r t a i n  s u r v i v i n g  a t t i t u d e s  f o r  i m p a r t i n g  
meaning and o r d e r  t o  modern human e x p e r i e n c e . " ^  L i k e w i s e ,  Gunnar 
Urang i n  A d v e r s i t y  and Grace  a s s e r t s  t h a t  i n  h i s  f i r s t  n ove l  S t y r o n
i s  c o n c e rn e d  w i th  " t h e  v e x i n g  p rob lem s  o£ f a t e ,  f r eedom ,  and r e s p o n s i -  
12b i l i t y . "  Urang t h i n k s  t h a t  i n  L ie  Down In  D arkness  S t y r o n  p u t s
p h i l o s o p h y  and r e l i g i o n  t o  th e  t e s t  o f  a c t i o n  and s e e k s  " t o  e n v i s a g e
r e d e m p t iv e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  a t ime t h a t  i s  s a i d  t o  mark the d e a t h  of  
13God."
I n  one way o r  a n o t h e r ,  what  most  o f  t h e s e  c r i t i c s  seem t o  imply  
i s  t h a t  t h e  i r a c t e r s  i n  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  s e a r c h  f o r  a r e a l i t y  
o r  a t h e o l o g y ,  w h ich ,  i f  a c c e p t e d ,  w i l l  e n a b l e  them t o  make t h e i r  
l i v e s  m e a n i n g f u l .  T h i s  s e a r c h ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  a c o m p l i c a t e d  one where
^ G o s s e t t ,  p .  117.
^ R u b i n ,  The Faraway C o u n t r y , p .  209.
1 O
"The V oices  o f  Tragedy  i n  th e  N ovels  o f  W i l l i a m  S t y r o n "  i n  
A d v e r s i t y  and Grace  (C h ic ag o :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C h icago  P r e s s ,  1968) ,
p .  185.
^ I b i d . , p.  209.
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t h e r e  a p p e a r  t o  be more q u e s t i o n s  t h a n  a n s w e r s .  I s  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n  
t h e o l o g y  no l o n g e r  a c c e p t a b l e ?  I s  a G od-g iven  and g u a r a n t e e d  meaning 
f o r  e x i s t e n c e  any l o n g e r  a v a i l a b l e  t o  man? I f  n o t ,  w here  i s  meaning ,  
where i s  r e a l i t y  t o  be found?  I n  o t h e r  w ords ,  how i s  a man t o  be 
saved  from an empty,  b o r i n g  e x i s t e n c e ?
M i l t o n  L o f t i s  i s  t h e  c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  o f  L ie  Down i n  Darkness  
b e c a u s e  he i s  the  one who i s  f o r c e d  t o  a s s e s s  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  
t h e  b r e a k u p  o f  h i s  m a r r i a g e  and the  d e a t h s  o f  h i s  two d a u g h t e r s ,  Maudie 
and P e y t o n .  At th e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  M i l t o n  and h i s  m i s t r e s s ,
D o l ly  B onner ,  w a i t  a t  t h e  r a i l r o a d  d e p o t  f o r  P e y t o n ' s  body,  " th e  
symbol of  h i s  doom" ( 1 4 ) .  Once a young and r e a s o n a b l y  happy  m a r r i e d  
man w i t h  a b r i g h t  p o l i t i c a l  f u t u r e ,  M i l t o n  i s  now i n  h i s  f i f t i e s ,  
s e p a r a t e d  from h i s  w i f e  and f o r c e d  many y e a r s  ago by d r i n k  and by weak­
n e s s  to  f o r g e t  ab o u t  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  a s p i r a t i o n s .  On t h i s  h o t  August  
m orn ing  he t h i n k s ,  " L i f e  t e n d s  toward  a moment" ( 1 5 ) .  With t h e  d e a t h  
o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r ,  t h a t  moment has  a r r i v e d  f o r  M i l t o n  L o f t i s .  The 
a c t i o n s  he to ok  and the  a c t i o n s  he d id  n o t ,  a l l  h i s  p a s t  i n  f a c t ,  a r e  
now c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  t h i s  one day .  He must  examine t h i s  p a s t  and d e c i d e  
how much he i s  to  blame f o r  t h e  way t h i n g s  have t u r n e d  o u t .  He must  
p a s s  judgment on h i s  own s o u l .
F o r  most  o f  h i s  a d u l t  l i f e ,  L o f t i s  i s  a s e l f i s h  man who depends  
on h i s  w i f e ' s  money, h i s  m i s t r e s s ' s  a d u l a t i o n ,  and h i s  d a u g h t e r ' s  love  
i n s t e a d  o f  on h i s  p e r s o n a l  a b i l i t i e s  and v i r t u e s .  From what  l i t t l e  
we f i n d  o u t  ab o u t  h i s  c h i l d h o o d ,  t h e r e  i s  e v e r y  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  l i f e  
was a l l  t o o  e a s y  f o r  him as  he grew up .  S e n t  by h i s  w e l l -m e a n i n g  
f a t h e r  t o  the U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  a t  the  age  o f  s e v e n t e e n ,  M i l t o n  
q u i c k l y  became "a s o t  even  by u n i v e r s i t y  s t a n d a r d s "  ( 1 5 ) .  When World
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War I I  b ro k e  o u t ,  L o f t i s  was " g r e a t l y  r e l i e v e d "  (16)  t h a t  h i s  f a t h e r  
was a b l e  to  g e t  him a commiss ion  i n  the  Army's  l e g a l  b r a n c h  a t  G o v e r n o r ' s  
I s l a n d .  M i l t o n  e v i d e n t l y  a c c e p t e d  w i t h o u t  p r o t e s t  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  h i s  
f a t h e r  d i d  f o r  him. But by th e  t ime o f  h i s  m a r r i a g e ,  he comes t o  r e a l ­
i z e  t h a t  t h e  " o ld  man had g i v e n  him to o  much" ( 1 7 ) .
As m a t t e r s  t u r n  o u t ,  M i l t o n  has  no need t o  w or ry  ab o u t  s t r i k i n g  
o u t  on h i s  own a f t e r  h i s  m a r r i a g e  b e c a u s e  Helen  t e l l s  him t h a t  when 
h e r  m o the r  d i e s ,  she w i l l  i n h e r i t  a hundred  th o u s a n d  d o l l a r s .  A f t e r  
L o f t i s  h e a r s  t h i s ,  he p r o t e s t s  " m i l d l y "  t h a t  the  money makes no d i f ­
f e r e n c e ,  a l l  t h e  w h i l e  b e i n g  s e c r e t l y  " e l a t e d "  by th e  news ( 1 6 ) .  Once 
a g a i n ,  he ch o o s es  t o  r e l y  on o t h e r s  i n s t e a d  o f  r e l y i n g  on h i m s e l f ,  
and th e  p a t t e r n  of  dependency  e s t a b l i s h e d  by h i s  f a t h e r  i s  c o n t i n u e d  
i n  h i s  m a r r i a g e .
I n  th e  e a r l y  s t a g e s  o f  h i s  m a r r i a g e ,  M i l t o n  i s  n o t  c a l l e d  upon 
t o  f a c e  any o f  th e  h a r s h  f a c t s  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  His and H e l e n ' s  l i f e  i s  
p l e a s a n t ,  i f  n o t  v e r y  m e a n in g f u l  o r  e x c i t i n g ,  s im p ly  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  
young and i n  l o v e .  With M a u d i e ' s  b i r t h ,  how ever ,  u n p l e a s a n t  q u e s t i o n s  
t h a t  c a l l  f o r  answ ers  b e g i n  t o  a r i s e .  Maudie from b i r t h  i s  r e t a r d e d .
But how c o u ld  such  a c h i l d  be b o r n  t o  him and H elen?  A f t e r  the d o c t o r  
t e l l s  L o f t i s  t h a t  Maudie w i l l  n e v e r  know much more t h a n  she  d id  a t  
b i r t h ,  M i l t o n  t h i n k s ,  " G r e a t  God i n  h e a v e n ,  was i t  h i s  f a u l t !  W e l l ,  
whose? What?"  ( 4 9 ) .  Somet imes,  though he l o v e s  Maudie ,  he can  h a r d l y  
b e a r  to  lo ok  a t  h e r  e y e s .  I n s t e a d ,  he lo o k s  a t  H e l e n ' s  body " w i th  
s u s p i c i o n  and h i s  own w i t h  i n f u r i a t e  g u i l t .  The m y s t e r y  o f  b i r t h  
. . . "  ( 4 9 ) .  Maudie i s  one of  t h e  f i r s t  h i n t s  L o f t i s  g e t s  t h a t  p e rh a p s  
the  u n i v e r s e  i s  n o t  o r d e r l y ,  m e a n i n g f u l ,  and b e n e v o l e n t ,  and t h a t  l i f e  
i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  r i c h  and b e a u t i f u l .
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With th e  b i r t h  o f  P e y to n ,  however ,  M i l t o n ' s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  
i s  r e a f f i r m e d .  The b e a u t i f u l ,  young P e y to n  becomes i n  e f f e c t  M i l t o n ' s  
Godhead and Redeemer;  i t  i s  she  who g i v e s  h i s  l i f e  and th e  w o r ld  
meaning and r e a l i t y .  Though t r a p p e d  i n  a p r o f e s s i o n  he f i n d s  b o r i n g  
and i n  a m a r r i a g e  he f i n d s  u n s a t i s f y i n g ,  L o f t i s  c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e l i e v e  
t h a t  t h e  u n i v e r s e  i s  b e n e v o l e n t  b e c a u s e  h i s  d a u g h t e r  i s  a p a r t  of  i t .
That  M i l t o n  w o r sh ip p e d  P e y to n  from h e r  e a r l y  c h i ld h o o d  t o  h e r  
d e a t h  i s  o b v i o u s .  E a r l i e r  t h e  same Sunday t h a t  P e y to n  and B u s i e r  
Bonner  t i e  up and hang Maudie from th e  c e d a r  t r e e ,  f o r  exam ple ,  P e y to n ,  
w i t h  a m i r r o r  i n  h e r  hand ,  ru n s  up t o  h e r  f a t h e r  w h i l e  he r e a d s  the  
p a p e r  and s a y s , ' "  Daddy, Daddy,  I ' m  b e a u t i f u l ! ' "  M i l t o n  t u r n s  t o  adm ire  
h i s  d a u g h t e r  a s  any f a t h e r  w ould .  Then, he p i c k s  up P e y to n  " w i th  a 
sudden ,  a l m o s t  savage  u p w e l l i n g  o f  l o v e , "  p r e s s e s  h e r  a g a i n s t  him, and 
murmurs i n  a v o i c e  s l i g h t l y  choked ,  " ' Y e s ,  my b a b y ' s  b e a u t i f u l . ' "
With t h i s  sudden  e m o t i o n a l  r e s p o n s e ,  L o f t i s  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he i s  "p ay in g  
homage to  t h i s  b e a u t i f u l  p a r t  o f  h im, i n  which l i f e  would c o n t i n u e  
l i m i t l e s s l y "  ( 4 6 ) .
M i l t o n ' s  v e n e r a t i o n  o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r  i s  so  s t r o n g  t h a t  any t ime 
she  o r  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  t h r e a t e n e d ,  he becomes e i t h e r  o v e r l y  
p r o t e c t i v e ,  v i o l e n t l y  j e a l o u s ,  o r  b o t h .  For  exam ple ,  on t h e  Sunday 
t h a t  P e y to n  t i e d  up Maudie ,  i t  i s  M i l t o n  who s o o t h e s  P e y t o n ' s  h u r t  
f e e l i n g s  a f t e r  H elen  has  s l a p p e d  h e r ,  and b e c a u s e  he i s  s c a r e d  t h a t  h i s  
w i f e  w i l l  i n  some way h u r t  h i s  d a u g h t e r  o r  d e s t r o y  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  
i t  i s  M i l t o n  who t a k e s  P e y to n  t o  H e l e n ' s  room so t h a t  she can  a p o l o g i z e  
t o  h e r  m o th e r .  When H elen  a c c e p t s  P e y t o n ' s  a p o l o g y  l e s s  t h a n  w h o le ­
h e a r t e d l y ,  M i l t o n  w an ts  t o  s h o u t  a t  h i s  w i f e , " * K e e p  your  hands  o f f  my 
d a u g h t e r ' "  ( 6 6 ) .  I n s t e a d ,  he t a k e s  P e y to n  on a n i g h t - t i m e  d r i v e  away
from H elen  and a t t e m p t s  t o  a s s u r e  h i m s e l f  and P e y to n  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  
i s  and w i l l  be a l l  r i g h t .  I n  th e  c a r  w i t h  Pey tor.  c u r l e d  up b e s i d e  
him, M i l t o n  looks  down a t  h e r  and s a y s ,  " 'When you grow u p ,  baby . . . 
y o u ' r e  go in g  t o  be w o n d e r f u l ' "  ( 6 7 ) .  L i k e w i s e ,  a t  P e y t o n ' s  b i r t h d a y  
d an ce ,  L o f t i s  n o t  o n ly  d e fe n d s  h i m s e l f  and P e y to n  t o  H e len  o ve r  P e y t o n '  
d r i n k i n g  w h is k e y ,  he a l s o  a g r e e s  a f t e r  t h e i r  a rgument  t o  buy h i s  
d a u g h t e r  a " b i g  o ld  s i n f u l  P ackard  c o n v e r t i b l e "  ( 9 6 ) .  The p rom ise  of  
t h i s  g i f t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  once a g a i n  r e a f f i r m s  P e y to n  and M i l t o n ' s  v e r y  
s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  each  o t h e r ,  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  has  been  
t h r e a t e n e d  by H e len .
I n  h i s  mind,  a t  l e a s t ,  t h i s  s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  becomes some­
t h i n g  l e s s  t h a n  P l a t o n i c .  On s e v e r a l  o c c a s i o n s ,  we s ee  t h a t  M i l t o n ' s  
a l m o s t  s a c r a m e n t a l  love  f o r  h i s  d a u g h t e r  i s  mixed w i th  i n c e s t u o u s  
d e s i r e .  F o r  exam ple ,  on C h r i s tm a s  morning  1941,  P e y to n  b e g i n s  to  
u n d r e s s  i n  f r o n t  of  h e r  f a t h e r  a f t e r  he h a s  come t o  wake h e r  up .  
" F a s c i n a t e d  and c o n f u s e d , "  M i l t o n  c a n n o t  k eep  h i s  eyes  o f f  h i s  d a u g h t e r  
p a r t i a l l y  naked  body.  He l e a v e s ,  " sw a l lo w in g  h a r d , "  o n ly  a f t e r  P e y to n  
y e l l s  f o r  him t o  g e t  o u t  ( 1 6 5 - 6 6 ) .  S i m i l a r l y ,  a t  P e y t o n ' s  wedd ing ,  
a l l  L o f t i s  can  lo ok  a t  as  h i s  d a u g h t e r  s t a n d s  a t  t h e  a l t a r  i s  the  o u t ­
l i n e  of  h e r  " s o l i d  cu rv ed  h i p s  t r e m b l i n g  e v e r  so  f a i n t l y . "  At the  same 
t i m e ,  h i s  t h o u g h t s  t u r n  toward  s e x u a l  images o f  "wet h o t  f l e s h ,  s t r a i n ­
ing  l i k e  a b e a u t i f u l ,  b lo o d y  s a v a g e "  ( 2 7 1 ) .  D i s t u r b e d  by h i s  im a g in a ­
t i o n ,  M i l t o n  downs s e v e r a l  g l a s s e s  o f  champagne im m e d ia te ly  a f t e r  t h e  
ceremony i s  o v e r .  As th e  d r i n k s  s t a r t  t o  t a k e  e f f e c t ,  he b e g i n s  t o  
r e a l i z e  t h a t  h i s  i n c o n g r u o u s ,  s a c r a m e n t a l - i n c e s t u o u s  love  f o r  P e y to n  
w i l l  b r i n g  bo th  o f  them n o t h i n g  b u t  g r i e f .
I n  a t r a n c e ,  M i l t o n ' s  memory t a k e s  him back  t o  a t ime when
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P e y to n  was young,  when he and she h e a r d  t h e  chu rch  b e l l s  t o g e t h e r  one 
d ay .  With th e  chimes  r i n g i n g  a hymn abou t  J e s u s  and th e  C h r i s t i a n  
p rom ise  of  h e a v e n l y  p e a c e ,  L o f t i s  s q u e e z e s  h i s  d a u g h t e r  t o  him and 
k i s s e s  h e r  " i n  an agony o f  l o v e "  ( 2 9 0 ) .  At t h a t  moment i n  t h e  p a s t ,  i t  
seemed to  M i l t o n  t h a t  P e y to n  p rom ise d  t o  be h i s  Redeemer and t h a t  
t h ro u g h  h e r  he would l i v e  f o r e v e r  i n  a w or ld  of  love  and c h i ld h o o d  
in n o c e n c e .  But the  b e l l s  on P e y t o n ' s  wedding  day t e l l  him t h a t  he was 
wrong,  b e c a u se  th e  k in d  o f  E den ic  love  he has  had f o r  h e r  i s  wrong;  
i t  i s  doomed i n  th e  end t o  f a i l  them b o t h .  On the  one hand ,  P ey to n  
c a n n o t  be h i s  l i t t l e  g i r l  f o r e v e r  and can  n e v e r  be h i s  l o v e r .  Her 
wedding  i s  c o n c r e t e  p r o o f  o f  t h i s .  On th e  o t h e r  h and ,  s i n c e  P e y to n  
ha s  depended  f o r  so lo ng  on h e r  f a t h e r ' s  k ind  o f  d e v o t i o n a l  l o v e ,  she 
can n e v e r  love  anyone e l s e  i n  an u n s e l f i s h ,  m a tu re  way. T h e r e f o r e ,  a t  
t h e  end o f  h i s  v i s i o n  L o f t i s  w an ts  to  t e l l  h i s  d a u g h t e r ,  " F o rg i v e  me 
f o r  l o v i n g  you s o "  ( 2 9 1 ) .  R e a l i z i n g  t h a t  h i s  lo v e  f o r  P e y to n  has  
doomed them b o t h ,  M i l t o n  can  o n ly  a s k  f o r  f o r g i v e n e s s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  
i n  t i m e .  I t  i s  t o o  l a t e  t o  save  e i t h e r  h i m s e l f  o r  h i s  d a u g h t e r .
As L o f t i s  h i m s e l f  e v e n t u a l l y  r e a l i z e s ,  from c h i l d h o o d  t o  h i s  
d a u g h t e r ' s  m a r r i a g e  h i s  l i f e  "had been  i n  th e  n a t u r e  of  a d u l l  h a n g ­
o v e r "  ( 1 5 2 ) .  He had been  o n l y  h a l f - a w a r e  o f  h i s  own s e l f  and th e  world
a round  him. By t h e  t ime he awakens t o  h i s  s e l f i s h n e s s  and h i s  m i s ­
g u id e d  l o v e ,  i t  i s  t o o  l a t e  t o  r e c t i f y  t h e  damage a l r e a d y  done .  How­
e v e r ,  had L o f t i s  b een  a b l e  t o  open h i s  eyes  e a r l i e r  and had he chosen  t o  
a c t  f o r c e f u l l y  and r e s p o n s i b l y  i n  each  of  t h e  m a jo r  c r i s i s  s i t u a t i o n s  
i n  which the  f a m i l y  was i n v o l v e d ,  one wonders i f  he c o u l d  have  p r e v e n t e d  
h i s  and t h e  f a m i l y ' s  f i n a l  r u i n .  I f  he had s e e n  and th e n  had  the  c o u r ­
age t o  c o n f r o n t  each  moment i n  t ime which  c a l l e d  f o r  r e s p o n s i b l e  b u t
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r a d i c a l  a c t i o n ,  c o u ld  M i l t o n  have f o r g e d  h i s  own r e d e m p t io n ?
The Sunday t h a t  D o l ly  and h e r  husband  come o v e r ,  as  R o b e r t  H.
14Fossum p o i n t s  o u t ,  " i n a u g u r a t e s  M i l t o n ' s  f a l l  from g r a c e . "  On t h i s  
day ,  he comes " p r e c a r i o u s l y  c l o s e  to  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  s o m e th in g :  
h i m s e l f ,  p e r h a p s .  G hos ts  o f  t h i n g s  done ,  t h i n g s  undone l i n g e r e d  on 
th e  lawn in  t h a t  com placen t  a f t e r n o o n  s u n l i g h t .  Had he j u s t  t u r n e d  
soon enough he might  have s e e n  them and been  p r o p e r l y  f r i g h t e n e d .  But 
when he d id  t u r n  i t  was too  l a t e ,  e v e n i n g  had come, and the  moment f o r  
r e c o g n i t i o n  was l o s t  f o r e v e r "  ( 5 4 - 5 5 ) .  The g h o s t s  on t h e  lawr. a r e  
M i l t o n ,  o f  c o u r s e :  the  M i l t o n  who i s  a morning d r i n k e r ;  the  M i l to n  
who i s  bo red  w i t h  r e l i g i o n  and h a s  o n ly  " to y e d  w i t h  t h e  ide a  o f  g r a c e "  
( 5 2 ) ;  the  M i l t o n  who sm o th e r s  h i s  y o u n g e s t  d a u g h t e r  w i t h  l o v e ;  and 
th e  M i l to n  who i s  d e p e n d e n t  on h i s  w i f e ' s  money and n o t  h i s  own a b i l i t y .  
L o f t i s ,  however ,  r e f u s e s  t o  c o n f r o n t  h i s  e x i s t e n c e .  He t u r n s  away 
from h i s  d o m e s t i c ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  and p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p rob lem s  by s a y i n g ,
"The h e l l  w i t h  i t . "  By e v e n i n g ,  he i s  d runk  a g a i n ,  " s e c u r e  i n  h i s  
m i s t y  Eden" ( 5 5 ) .
He l i k e w i s e  t a k e s  th e  p a t h  o f  l e a s t  r e s i s t a n c e  i n s t e a d  of  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a t  P e y t o n ' s  b i r t h d a y  dance  i n  Augus t  1939.  F i r s t ,  though 
he knows how H elen  f e e l s  a b o u t  d r i n k i n g ,  he l e t s  P ey ton  have some 
w h is k e y .  Second ,  a f t e r  H elen  o r d e r s  P e y to n  home f o r  t h i s ,  M i l t o n  does 
n o t  r e a l l y  a t t e m p t  t o  r e s o l v e  th e  m a t t e r .  He e l e c t s  t o  r e c e i v e  s e v e r a l  
g lu e y  k i s s e s  from D o l l y ,  have a few more d r i n k s ,  and th e n  ab u s e  h i s  w i f e  
v e r b a l l y .  He f i n d s  h e r  a s  she  fumbles  w i t h  M a u d i e ' s  l e g  b r a c e .  Even
^ W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ; A C r i t i c a l  E s s a y  (Grand R a p i d s ,  M ic h . :  Eerdmans ,
1968) ,  p .  14.
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t h e n ,  had  he  o f f e r e d  t o  h e l p  H e le n ,  p e r h a p s  a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  c o u ld  have 
been  e f f e c t e d .  I n s t e a d ,  " h e s i t a n t  and a f r a i d , "  he makes no move t o  
a s s i s t  h e r .  "There  a r e  moments ,"  he t h i n k s ,  "when a c t i o n  i s  c l e a r l y  
i n d i c a t e d  b u t  i m p o s s i b l e "  ( 9 5 ) .  The moment p a s s e s ,  and as  the  w h iskey  
b e g i n s  t o  t a k e  e f f e c t ,  L o f t i s  s im p ly  w a tc h e s  h e r  s t r u g g l e  w i l d l y  w i t h  
M a u d i e ' s  o v e r s h o e s  and t h e  s t r a p s  o f  the  b r a c e .  When H elen  l e a v e s  th e  
dance  w i th  Maudie ,  he d e c i d e s  " t h a t  i n  t h i s  w or ld  t h e r e  was no way of  
t e l l i n g  r i g h t  from wrong and anyway, th e  h e l l  w i t h  i t .  What had h a p ­
pened  and what  m igh t  happen  would happen and so he took a d r i n k  and l e t  
h i s  knee r e s t  a g a i n s t  D o l l y ' s ,  s a f e  i n  t h e  a l l  i n c l u s i v e  l o g i c  of  
d e t e r m i n i s m "  ( 9 7 ) .  L a t e r  t h a t  n i g h t ,  w i th  " f a l t e r i n g ,  o n ly  h a l f - w i l l i n g  
h a n d s "  ( 9 8 ) ,  he makes love  t o  D o l ly  f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e ,  n o t  b e c a u se  he 
l o v e s  h e r  o r  even  b e c a u se  he has  an o v e rp o w e r in g  need f o r  s e x ,  b u t  
b e c a u se  he does n o t  have th e  c o u rag e  t o  r e b e l  a g a i n s t  h i s  f e a r  o f  and 
h i s  dependence  on h i s  w i f e  i n  any o t h e r  way.
As t ime goes  by ,  th e  need f o r  d e c i s i v e ,  r e s p o n s i b l e  a c t i o n  on 
M i l t o n ' s  p a r t  becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y  c r i t i c a l .  But  s i n c e  he has  no r e a l  
f a i t h  i n  a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  h i s  love  f o r  P e y to n ,  he does n o t  r e a l l y  
know what  t o  do.  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  so  i n e r t  does L o f t i s  become t h a t  on 
c e r t a i n  morn ings  a f t e r  awaken ing  w i t h  a h a n g o v e r ,  he would f e e l  t h a t  
he d id  n o t  e x i s t  a t  a i l .  Each o b j e c t  a round  him p o s s e s s e d  l i f e ,  " sh o e  
t r e e s ,  knobs  on t h e  k i t c h e n  r a n g e ,  h i s  f e a r f u l  r a z o r . "  The in a n im a t e  
one was him, " l i s t l e s s l y  humoring  a q u e a s y  s tomach . . . .  At t h e  age 
o f  f i f t y ,  he was b e g i n n i n g  t o  d i s c o v e r ,  w i t h  a s e n s e  o f  p a n i c , "  t h a t  h i s  
" d e c i s i o n s  w ere  r e a c h e d  n o t  th ro u g h  r e a s o n  b u t  by r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n "  
and t h a t  s e l f i s h n e s s  had "a lw ays  seemed t o  p r e v e n t  h i s  d e c e n t  m o t iv e s  
from becoming happy a c t i o n s "  ( 1 5 2 - 5 3 ) .
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Thoughts  of  t im e  and th e  p r i s o n - l i k e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  l i f e  ca u s e  
L o f t i s  much p a i n  b e c a u s e  t h e y  make "him r e a l i z e  t h e  p r e c a r i o u s  s o r t  o f  
l i f e  he was l i v i n g  and b r o u g h t  him c l o s e r  and c l o s e r  t o  t h e  d e c i s i o n s  
he knew he would e v e n t u a l l y  have  t o  f a c e . "  E s p e c i a l l y  when t h e s e  
t h o u g h t s  o f  w eakness  i n v o l v e d  P e y t o n ,  " t h e y  l e f t  him shaken  and f u r i o u s ,  
b u t  even  l e s s  a b l e  t o  a c t ,  l i k e  a bug w r i g g l i n g  u p s id e -d o w n  on the  f l o o r "  
( 1 5 5 ) .  Such i s  t h e  c a s e  a t  C h r i s t m a s  1941 when P e y to n  comes home from 
Sweet  B r i a r  f o r  the h o l i d a y s .
M i l t o n  has  h ig h  hopes  t h a t  t h i s  C h r i s tm a s  w i l l  be a happy one .
"He had a few s u s p i c i o n s  b u t  he o v e r lo o k e d  them. He g lowed"  ( 1 5 6 ) .  
U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  one o f  M i l t o n ' s  u n r e s o l v e d  di lemmas i n  the  form of  D o l ly  
Bonner b r i n g s  h i s  g r e a t  e x p e c t a t i o n s  c r a s h i n g  down a round  h i s  e a r s .  J u s t  
b e f o r e  P e y to n  i s  t o  a r r i v e ,  D o l ly  c a l l s  M i l t o n ,  b u t  H e len  answers  th e  
p h o n e .  N a t u r a l l y ,  H e len  i s  v e r y  u p s e t ,  and she  a n g r i l y  c l o s e t s  h e r s e l f  
i n  h e r  room. S in c e  M i l t o n  w an ts  P e y t o n ' s  homecoming t o  be a joyous  one ,  
he goes  t o  h i s  w i f e ' s  room, p r e p a r e d  t o  do a n y t h i n g  t o  make amends.  Both 
H e len  and M i l t o n  w ish  t h a t  lo v e  would bloom a g a i n  i n  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e .
Too much has  happened  i n  th e  p a s t ,  however ,  f o r  an im media te  r e c o n c i l i a ­
t i o n  - -  M i l t o n ' s  d r i n k i n g ,  t h e  f i g h t s  i n v o l v i n g  P e y to n ,  D o l ly  Bonner  - -  
a l l  a r e  g h o s t s  t h a t  h a u n t  b o t h  t h e i r  mem or ies .  So L o f t i s  and h i s  w i f e  
h o l d  hands  f o r  a b r i e f  moment b e f o r e  she p u l l s  h e r s  away.  "T h a t  moment,"  
M i l t o n  l a t e r  t h i n k s ,  "had e x p r e s s e d  f o r  th e  l a s t  t ime th e  t e n d e r n e s s  
t h a t  e x i s t e d  be tween  them. I t  seemed th e  c l o s e s t  t h e y  c o u l d  e v e r  g e t .
Why h a d n ' t  s o m e th in g  i m p o r t a n t  hap p en e d ,  t h e n ? "  ( 1 5 9 ) .  As he goes 
d o w n s t a i r s ,  he t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  w hole  s c e n e  had been  " c h a r g e d  w i t h  a 
v i o l e n t  i n e v i t a b i l i t y .  . . .  he c o u ld  have h a l t e d  th e  outcome o n ly  by 
d y n a m i t i n g  th e  h o u s e "  ( 1 6 0 ) .
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A f t e r  H elen  r u i n s  the  h o l i d a y s  by i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  P e y to n  s t a y  
home C h r i s t m a s  Eve,  M i l t o n  lo n g s  t o  t a k e  some s o r t  o f  a c t i o n  t h a t  w i l l  
a v e r t  a t e r r i b l e  outcome t o  h i s  d a u g h t e r ' s  v i s i t .  He r e a l i z e s ,  however,  
t h a t  " p i t y  had him s h a c k l e d  i n  f r a i l  im p o ten ce ;  he f e l t  bound by t h r e a d s  
o f  a f f e c t i o n  - -  o r  was i t  m e re ly  h a b i t ?  - -  t o o  t h i n  to  b r e a k .  Even t h e n ,  
i n  t h e  m o n s t ro u s  b l u s h  of  p i t y  which v e r g e d  c l o s e  to  d e s p a i r ,  he some­
how knew t h a t  h i s  v a s t  p i t y  f o r  H elen  was o n ly  a form o f  s e l f - p i t y ,  and 
he c u r s e d  h i m s e l f  f o r  an unm erry  C h r i s t m a s ,  f o r  P e y t o n ' s  u n h a p p i n e s s  
and h i s  own b l e a k  i n e r t i a "  ( 1 6 3 ) .  I t  i s  a l s o  M i l t o n ’ s "own b l e a k  
i n e r t i a "  and h i s  l a c k  o f  cou rage  t o  depend on h i m s e l f  and n o t  H e l e n ' s  
money t h a t  keeps  him from t e l l i n g  h i s  w i f e  t h a t  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  i s  t h ro u g h  
u n l e s s  she  becomes a l i t t l e  more human.  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  on C h r i s tm a s  Day, 
when H e len  p l a y s  the  s u f f e r i n g ,  wronged m o the r  u n t i l  P e y to n  c r i e s  w i t h  
f r u s t r a t i o n  and l e a v e s  P o r t  Warwick w i t h  D ick ,  L o f t i s  does  n o t h i n g  more 
t h a n  g e t  d runk  and s h o u t  a t  h i s  w i f e ,  " ' H e l e n  . . . y o u r ' r e  a r e a l  h o r r o r ,  
do you know t h a t .  Why, God damn your  s o u l ,  I  - - ' "  ( 1 7 2 ) .  He goes  to  
bed t h a t  n i g h t  " t h i n k i n g  of  P e y to n ,  c l o s e  t o  t e a r s "  ( 1 7 3 ) .
M i l t o n  f a l l s  t o  h i s  l o w e s t  l e v e l  a s  a human b e i n g  on h i s  t r i p  
t o  s e e  t h e  d y in g  Maudie and H e len  i n  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e .  B e fo re  he even  
a r r i v e s  a t  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  he i s  d ru n k .  Though he t r i e s  t o  become s o b e r  
a s  h i s  w i f e  i s  t e l l i n g  him t h a t  Maudie may d i e ,  L o f t i s  i s  s t i l l  n o t  i n  
enough command o f  h i s  w i l l  t o  keep  h i s  p rom ise  and s t a y  a t  th e  h o s p i t a l  
w i t h  h e r .  I n s t e a d ,  a f t e r  m e e t i n g  an o l d  f r a t e r n i t y  buddy named H uber t  
M acPha i l  i n  t h e  c o r r i d o r  of  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  M i l t o n  t u r n s  away from h i s  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  and f o l l o w s  h i s  f r i e n d  to  the  Kappa Alpha f r a t e r n i t y  
h o u s e .  M i l t o n  t r i e s  t o  r a t i o n a l i z e  h i s  d e f e c t i o n  by t e l l i n g  h i m s e l f  
t h a t  he i s  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  P e y t o n ,  who i s  a l s o  supposed  to  be t h e r e .  A f t e r
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m i s s i n g  h i s  y o u n g e s t  d a u g h t e r ,  L o f t i s  does  n o t  r e t u r n  t o  the  h o s p i t a l .  
He g e t s  d runk  and goes  t o  the  U n i v e r s i t y  of  V i r g i n i a  f o o t b a l l  game.
The f o o t b a l l  game i s  a sym bo l ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  the  world  
M i l t o n  L o f t i s  f i n d s  h i m s e l f  i n .  Fo r  men such  a s  he ,  e x i s t e n c e ,  l i k e  
f o o t b a l l ,  i s  an a b s u r d ,  c h a o t i c ,  m e a n i n g l e s s  b a t t l e  be tween a lm o s t  
i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  a d v e r s a r i e s .  Th is  m ora l  g r e y n e s s  i s  f u r t h e r  a c c e n t u ­
a t e d  i n  M i l t o n ' s  c a s e  b e c a u s e  he s e e s  th e  w or ld  t h ro u g h  th e  m i s t y  eyes  
o f  an  a l c o h o l i c .  S t y r o n  c a p t u r e s  th e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h i s  w o r ld  i n  h i s  
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h a l f t i m e :
Gray l i g h t  r o l l e d  o v e r  t h e  s t a d i u m .  Above, an a i r p l a n e  hung in  
th e  sky ,  h o v e r i n g  n e a r l y  m o t i o n l e s s .  A h i g h - s c h o o l  band ,  gay w i th  
p lum es ,  p a r a d e d  o u t  o n to  th e  f i e l d  and nobody w a tched  or  l i s t e n e d .  
On th e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  th e  f i e l d  t h e  s t a n d s  were gaudy w i t h  b l a n k e t s  
and p e n n a n t s ,  a pa tch w o rk  q u i l t  upended .  Somewhere a s i r e n  howled 
and d i e d ,  and on the  s i d e l i n e s  t h e r e  was b r i e f  c l o t  o f  p e o p l e ,  a 
f i s t f i g h t ,  b u t  two f a t  cops  r a n  up b r a n d i s h i n g  s t i c k s ,  and the  
s p e c t a t o r s  s c a t t e r e d  i n  a l l  d i r e c t i o n s ,  l i k e  boys from a f i r e ­
c r a c k e r .  I t  was a moment o f  s u s p e n s i o n ,  o f  gloom e v e n ,  a l t h o u g h  
the  s c o r e  was t i e d :  i t  had  n o t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  the  game. I t  
seemed m e re ly  as  i f  a l l  t h e s e  t h o u s a n d s  had been  s e i z e d  a t  once 
by th e  same numbness :  g a t h e r e d  h e r e  be tween  th e  h a l v e s ,  s i t t i n g  
i d l y ,  m a in ly  s i l e n t  now, i t  was as  i f ,  im p r i s o n e d  by t h e i r  b o r e ­
dom, th e y  had  b een  h e r e  s i n c e  th e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t ime and would go on 
b e i n g  h e r e  f o r e v e r  ( 2 0 8 ) .
I n  th e  m i d s t  o f  t h i s  a b s u r d  s i t u a t i o n ,  L o f t i s  s u d d e n ly  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t
s i t t i n g  h e r e  e v a d i n g  a l l ,  h i d i n g  h i s  v e r y  i d e n t i t y  among p e o p l e  f o r  
whom t h a t  f a c t ,  a t  l e a s t ,  was o f  no im p o r t a n c e ,  he had commit ted 
th e  u n p a r d o n a b l e  c r i m e .  I t  was n e i t h e r  one o f  commiss ion  n o r  of
o m i s s i o n ,  b u t  th e  w o r s t  c o m b in a t i o n  o f  b o th  - -  o f  a p a t h y ,  o f  a
s o t t i s h  c r i m i n a l  i n e r t i a  - -  and i t  seemed t h a t  i f  he d i d n ' t  r i s e  a t
t h i s  v e r y  moment, become s o b e r ,  s t r i k e  b o l d l y ,  a c t  l i k e  a man - -  i t
seemed t h a t  i f  he d i d n ' t  do a l l  t h e s e  t h i n g s ,  h i s  enormous s i n  
would be a d v e r t i s e d  t o  t h e  sky  l i k e  a b a n n e r  ( 2 0 9 ) .
Drunk,  b u t  p e r h a p s  more aware of  h i s  p l i g h t  t h a n  he has  e v e r  
b e e n ,  M i l t o n  l e a v e s  the  b a l lg a m e  and s o b e r s  h i m s e l f  somewhat "by an 
e f f o r t  o f  w i l l  so  s t r o n g ,  so  u n f a m i l i a r ,  t h a t  i t  f r i g h t e n e d  hiqi" ( 2 1 2 ) .  
As he w a lks  down th e  r o a d ,  t h o u g h ,  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he i s  " g o in g  i n
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the  wrong d i r e c t i o n ,  away from P e y to n ,  away from Maudie and H e len  and 
th e  h o s p i t a l ,  away from h i s  c o l o s s a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s "  ( 2 1 3 ) .  Then,  
a v o i c e  seems t o  b e g i n  c h a n t i n g  i n  h i s  s o u l ,  " I  w i l l  be s t r o n g ,  I  w i l l  
be s t r o n g "  ( 2 1 3 ) ,  and he t u r n s  a round  and heads  i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  d i r e c ­
t i o n ,  toward r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  F e e l i n g  a l i t t l e  c a lm e r  and a l i t t l e  more 
c a p a b l e ,  M i l t o n  o f f e r s  up a p r a y e r  t o  God: ' "G od ,  i f  You a r e  t h e r e ,
f o r g i v e  Your f o o l i s h  s o n ' .  . . .  I t  was a t  t h a t  moment t h a t  he f e l l  
i n t o  th e  c u l v e r t "  ( 2 1 3 ) .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  h e r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i f  t h a t  
e i t h e r  God i s  n o t  t h e r e  o r  t h a t  M i l t o n  i s  n o t  f o r g i v e n ,  though  S t y r o n  
p r o b a b l y  h a s  th e  fo rmer  i n  mind.  In  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  t h e r e  i s  no 
r e a s o n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  God e x i s t s ,  o r ,  i f  He d o e s ,  t h a t  He e v e r  r e v e a l s  
H im se l f  t o  man. C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  a man who lo o k s  up f o r  d i v i n e  answ ers  
o r  d i v i n e  f o r g i v e n e s s  m igh t  w e l l  end up l i k e  M i l t o n  L o f t i s ,  s tu n n e d  
and b l e e d i n g  in  a v e r y  s e c u l a r  sewage d i t c h .
M i l t o n ' s  l i t e r a l  and sy m b o l ic  f a l l  i n t o  th e  sewage d i t c h  a l s o
marks th e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  h i s  r i s e  as  a man. A f t e r  t h a t  d a rk  day in
C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e ,  M i l t o n  does  s t r u g g l e  t o  redeem h i m s e l f .  He does  q u i t
d r i n k i n g  and q u i t  s e e i n g  D o l l y ,  and he does h i s  "u tm o s t  dam ndes t"  to
make H e len  s e e  t h a t  he s t i l l  c a r e s  ab o u t  h e r  and t h e i r  m a r r i a g e .
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a l l  M i l t o n ' s  s a c r i f i c e s  seem f o r  nough t  b eca u se  a f t e r
M a u d ie ' s  d e a t h ,  H e len  o n ly  l i e s  i n  bed " w i th  e y e s  t h a t  s t i l l  g l a s s e d
i n  l i k e  watch  c r y s t a l s  th e  h o l low  r e f l e c t i o n  of  s h a t t e r e d  nem buta l
d reams,  an i n c a r n a t e  No - -  r e a s o n l e s s  and mute"  ( 2 5 5 ) .  F i n a l l y ,  i n  a
l a s t  a t t e m p t  t o  r e a c h  h i s  w i f e ,  M i l t o n  a s k s  h e r  why she
can  a f f o r d  the  lu x u r y  o f  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  k in d  o f  s e l f - p i t y  and 
s e l f - h a t e ?  Why, by God? H e len ,  I ' v e  done my u tm o s t  damndest  to 
make you see  how much I  c a r e .  How much I  c a r e  t o  th e  e x t e n t  of  
d o in g  e v e r y t h i n g  I  know to  make you s ee  t h a t  I 'm  n o t  the  b ro k e n -  
down un red ee m ab le  wreck  you t h o u g h t  I  w as .  I  w a s n ' t  n o b l e ,
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e i t h e r ,  a b o u t  i t ,  o r  s e l f  c o n s c i o u s  ab o u t  i t .  . . .  I f  o n l y  you 
c o u l d  see  t h a t  I  who I  a d m i t  am n o t h i n g  g r e a t ,  I  g u e s s ,  was s t i l l  
w i l l i n g  t o  do a n y t h i n g  t o  s t a r t  t h i n g s  r i g h t  a g a i n .  God a l m i g h t y ,  
H e le n ,  f o r g i v e  me f o r  s a y i n g  t h i s  i f  y o u ' r e  a s  s i c k  as  I  t h i n k  you 
a r e ,  b u t  what  have you w anted  from me, my manhood g u t s  and b a l l s  
and s o u l ?  What i n  C h r i s t ' s  name have you w an ted?  I  o f f e r e d  you 
e v e r y t h i n g  I ' v e  g o t  -  - ( 2 5 5 ) .
L o f t i s ,  u n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  i s  p a r t i a l l y  r i g h t  i n  h i s  s u s p i c i o n s  o f  why h i s
s t r u g g l e s  t o  redeem h i s  l i f e  and t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  have f a i l e d .
For  a b r i e f  t ime a f t e r  t h i s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  w i f e ,  up 
u n t i l  P e y t o n ' s  w edd ing ,  M i l t o n ' s  change o f  h a b i t s  seems t o  e f f e c t  th e  
k in d  of  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  he had hoped f o r .  I n  the  s p r i n g  o f  1943,  he 
and H elen  go on a k in d  o f  second  honeymoon t o  a r e s o r t  n e a r  A s h v i l l e .  
They ask  one a n o t h e r  t o  f o r g i v e  t h e  m i s t a k e s  of  t h e  p a s t  and t h e n  make 
love  f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime i n  y e a r s .  At th e  end o f  t h i s  v a c a t i o n ,  H elen
even  t e l l s  him t h a t  she w a n ts  P e y to n  t o  come back  home f o r  a v i s i t .
When h i s  w i f e  t e l l s  him t h i s ,  M i l t o n  f e e l s  f o r  a moment t h a t  h i s  l i f e
has  been  redeemed.  " I t  had b e e n ,  by a l m o s t  any s t a n d a r d  t h e  most
g r a t i f y i n g  moment he c o u ld  remember,  and th e  n i g h t  b e f o r e  P e y t o n ' s  wedd­
in g  he had r e t r i e v e d  i t ,  t h e  h e a r t s '  r e u n i o n ,  w i t h  a t r i u m p h a n t  and 
savage  e c s t a s y .  A man so  u n a c c o m p l i s h e d ,  he r e f l e c t e d ,  m ig h t  a c h i e v e  
as  much a s  g r e a t  men, g i v e  him p a t i e n c e  and a s p eck  o f  l u c k "  ( 2 5 9 - 6 0 ) .  
But  t h e n  he a d d s ,  p r o p h e t i c a l l y ,  " th ough  h i s  r o a d  s l o p e s  o f f  t o  a b i t t e r  
s o r t  o f  doom." S t y r o n  f i n i s h e s  the  s e c t i o n  c o n c e r n i n g  M i l t o n ' s  h a l c y o n  
days  w i t h  a r a t h e r  awkward,  though t e l l i n g ,  comment: "and th e  wind
t h ro u g h  c h i l l  a c r e s  o f  s t a r s ,  s u d d e n ly  made L o f t i s  f e e l  c o l d ,  and h i s  
l i f e  a chancy t h i n g  in d e e d  - he has  had h i s  moment, a c l o c k - t i c k  of  
g l o r y  b e f o r e  the  l a s t  d e s c e n t .  You know t h i s  m a n 's  f a l l :  do you know
h i s  w r a s s l i n g ? "  ( 2 6 0 ) .  S t y r o n  seems t o  be im p ly in g  h e r e  t h a t  f a t e  
u l t i m a t e l y  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  L o f t i s  t r a g e d y .  But i s  t h i s  r e a l l y
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t r u e ?  Does f a t e  o r  does  L o f t i s  h i m s e l f  c a u s e  h i s  f i n a l  d e s c e n t ?
One c o u ld  a rg u e  t h a t  M i l t o n ' s  s t r u g g l e  t o  change h i s  l i f e  i s  
s im p ly  t o o  l i t t l e  t o o  l a t e  and t h a t  a l l  he changes  a r e  h i s  h a b i t s  and 
n o t  h i s  fu n d a m e n ta l  v a l u e s .  There i s  no e v i d e n c e ,  f o r  exam ple ,  to  
i n d i c a t e  tha t .  M i l t o n  t r i e s  t o  p r a c t i c e  law f o r  any w o r th w h i l e  s o c i a l ,  
p o l i t i c a l ,  o r  p e r s o n a l  p u r p o s e .  He e v i d e n t l y  c o n t i n u e s  t o  d a b b l e  a t  
i t  and t o  s u p p o r t  h i m s e l f  w i t h  H e l e n ' s  money.  A l s o ,  t h e r e  i s  no e v i ­
dence  t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  L o f t i s  h a s  changed h i s  a l m o s t  s a c r a m e n t a l  con ­
c e p t  o f  P e y t o n .  I n  f a c t ,  w h i l e  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e  t a u g h t  him the  need 
f o r  s t r o n g ,  r e s p o n s i b l e  a c t i o n ,  n o t h i n g  has  t a u g h t  him as  y e t  the  
n e c e s s i t y  t o  ground  th e  a c t i o n  on s o m e th in g  which i s  more s t a b l e  th a n  
h i s  E den ic  love  f o r  h i s  d a u g h t e r .
A ls o  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  t h i s  v iew t h a t  n o t  f a t e  b u t  s u p e r f i c i a l
a c t i o n  and a l a c k  o f  t r u e  p u rp o s e  ca u s e  M i l t o n ' s  d o w n f a l l  i s  S t y r o n ' s
e a r l i e r  i r o n i c  s t a t m e n t  a b o u t  L o f t i s  succumbing to  " t h e  a l l - i n c l u s i v e
l o g i c  o f  d e t e r m i n i s m "  ( 9 7 ) .  Are we t o  assume t h a t  S t y r o n  h i m s e l f  f i n d s
d e t e r m i n i s m  th e  o n l y  l o g i c a l  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h e  L o f t i s  t r a g e d y ?
F i n a l l y ,  i f  f a t e  a l o n e  d e t e r m i n e s  the  outcome o f  M i l t o n ' s  s t r u g g l e  to
save  h i m s e l f ,  how a r e  we to  i n t e r p r e t  P e y t o n ' s  o u t b u r s t  t o  H ar ry  a bou t
h e r  f a t h e r ?  She t e l l s  h e r  husband on t h e i r  wedding  n i g h t  t h a t  h e r
f a t h e r  has  " l i v e d  f i f t y  y e a r s  i n  t o t a l  and u t t e r  c o n f u s i o n ,  made a
mess o f  h i s  l i f e . "  " ' D o n ' t  be t o o  b i t t e r ,  b a b y , ' "  H a r ry  r e p l i e s :
' B i t t e r ! '  she  c r i e d ,  ' d o n ' t  be b i t t e r  you s a y .  How can  I  be 
a n y t h i n g  e l s e  when I  s ee  where h i s  l i f e ' s  l e d  him? How can  I  be 
a n y t h i n g  e l s e ?  D o n ' t  you s ee  - -  h e ' s  n e v e r  been  beyond r e d e m p t io n ,  
l i k e  H e le n .  T h a t ' s  th e  t e r r i b l e  p a r t .  C a n ' t  you s e e ?  She was 
beyond hope I  g u e s s  t h e  day she was b o m .  But Daddy! H e ' s  had 
so much t h a t  was good i n  him, b u t  i t  was a l l  w a s t e d .  He w a s n ' t  
man enough t o  s t a n d  up l i k e  a man and make d e c i s i o n s  and a l l  t h e  
r e s t .  Or t o  be a b l e  to  t e l l  h e r  where t o  g e t  o f f ! ’ ( 3 1 7 ) .
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Lou is  D. Rubin ,  J r . ,  a l s o  d i s m i s s e s  t h e  i d e a  o f  a G r e e k - l i k e
f a t e  i n  th e  n o v e l .  Rubin  s a y s :
Had M i l t o n  L o f t i s '  lo v e  f o r  h i s  d a u g h t e r  been  l e s s  s e l f i s h ,  so  
t h a t  t h e  f a t h e r  had b e e n  w i l l i n g  t o  i n c u r  h i s  d a u g h t e r ' s  momentary 
d i s p l e a s u r e  by i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  she  do what  was r i g h t  r a t h e r  th a n  
what  she w ish ed  t o  do;  had H e len  L o f t i s '  f i r m n e s s  been  t h e  p r o d u c t  
o f  g e n u in e  lo v e  and u n d e r s t a n d i n g  f o r  P e y to n  and n o t  a h y p o c r i t i c a l  
mask f o r  j e a l o u s y  and h o s t i l i t y ;  t h e n  P e y to n  m igh t  have grown up 
i n t o  someone who i s  a b l e  t o  love  i n  h e r  t u r n .  . . .  A f a t h e r ' s  weak­
n e s s ,  a m o t h e r ' s  c r u e l t y  have b r o u g h t  a b o u t  a d a u g h t e r ' s  d e s t r u c ­
t i o n .  ^
From t h i s  p o i n t  o f  v ie w ,  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  d e s t r o y e d  b e c a u se  M i l t o n  and 
H e len  l a c k  a f a i t h  o r  a p u rp o s e  which  would e n a b l e  them t o  lo v e  one 
a n o t h e r  and P e y to n  i n  an u n s e l f i s h ,  r e s p o n s i b l e  way.
O th e r  c r i t i c s ,  however ,  t h i n k  t h a t  w eakness  of  c h a r a c t e r  c an n o t  
t o t a l l y  e x p l a i n  M i l t o n ' s  and th e  f a m i l y ' s  d o w n f a l l .  In  f a c t ,  many o f  
S t y r o n ' s  c r i t i c s  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  f o r c e s  o p e r a t i n g  i n  L ie  Down 
in  D arkness  which a r e  w h o l ly  o r  p a r t i a l l y  beyond human c o n t r o l ,  though 
th e y  d e f i n e  them i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways and a t t a c h  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s  o f  im p o r t -  
a"~e t o  them. David D. Galloway s a y s  t h a t  S t y r o n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  in  h i s  
f i r s t  n o v e l  a r e  " t o r m e n t e d ,  and  d e s t i n e d  s o u l s "  from a Greek drama who 
a r e  "doomed t o  p l a y  o u t  t h e i r  f a t e s  w i t h o u t  e x t e r n a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e . " ^  
They a r e  i n c a p a b l e  o f  a c h i e v i n g  any f u l l  o r  co m p le te  e x i s t e n c e .
F r e d e r i c k  J .  Hoffman s e e s  t h e  L o f t i s e s  " a s  p e r s o n s  engaged i n  p i t i f u l l y  
t r y i n g  t o  save  t h e m s e l v e s ,  o r  each  o t h e r ,  from a f a t e  th e y  a r e  somehow 
n o t  a b l e  t o  f o r e s t a l l . Though Hoffman does  n o t  d i s m i s s  c o m p l e t e l y  
the  p e r s o n a l ,  m o ra l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  each  member o f  the  f a m i l y ,  he does
R ub in ,  The Faraway C o u n t r y , p .  191.
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G a l low ay ,  p .  55.
^ The A r t  o f  S o u th e r n  F i c t i o n : A S tudy  o f  Some Modern N o v e l i s t s  
( C a r b o n d a l e ,  1 1 1 . :  S o u th e r n  I l l i n o i s  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 967 ) ,  p .  152.
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t h i n k  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a " ' f a t e , '  t e r r i b l y  and p a t h e t i c a l l y  human, t h a t  
hangs  ove r  the  n o v e l . G u n n a r  Urang c a l l s  t h i s  f a t e  " F r e u d i a n ,  
and i t  i s  p e r h a p s  as good a t e rm  as  any .  W hatever  one c a l l s  i t ,  i t  
does  a p p e a r  t o  be an i n e l u c t a b l e  f o r c e  i n  L ie  Down i n  D a r k n e s s .
Would any a c t i o n  by M i l t o n ,  f o r  exam ple ,  have changed h i s  
w i f e ' s  p u r i t a n i c a l ,  a l m o s t  p s y c h o t i c  e q u a t i n g  o f  sex  w i t h  s i n ?  Given  
h e r  a d o l e s c e n t  b a c k g ro u n d ,  where she was s u b j e c t e d  t o  the  m i l i t a r y  
d i s c i p l i n e  o f  h e r  f a t h e r ,  "Blood and J e s u s  P e y t o n , "  t h e r e  seems t o  be 
a s t r o n g  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  H e len  was v e r y  n e u r o t i c  ab o u t  SIN ( h e r  
c a p i t a l s )  and s e x u a l  m a t t e r s  even  b e f o r e  m e e t in g  M’ l t o n .  " ' I ' m  
a f r a i d , ' "  she c o n f e s s e s  t o  t h e  E p i s c o p a l i a n  m i n i s t e r  Carey  C a r r ,  " ' t h a t  
a l l  my l i f e  I ' v e  been  v e r y  s e n s i t i v e  ab o u t  r i g h t  and w r o n g ' "  ( 1 1 4 ) .
As h e r  a c t i o n s ,  t h o u g h t s ,  and dreams p r o v e ,  however ,  t h i s  s e n s i t i v i t y  
i s  most  e v i d e n t  r e g a r d i n g  s e x .
Though M i l t o n  i s  s u r e l y  to  blame f o r  much of  t h e  agony s u r ­
r o u n d in g  P e y t o n ' s  b i r t h d a y  d a n c e ,  H elen  p r e c i p i t a t e s  m a t t e r s  by o r d e r ­
in g  P e y to n  home f o r  d r i n k i n g .  Had she  done t h i s  s im p ly  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  
a n t i p a t h y  to w ard s  w h i s k e y ,  i t  would have been u n d e r s t a n d a b l e .  However,  
the  r e a l  r e a s o n  t h a t  she o r d e r s  h e r  d a u g h t e r  t o  l e a v e  i s  t o  h u r t  
M i l t o n  b e c a u s e  he h a s  been  d a n c i n g  w i t h  D o l ly ;  P e y t o n ' s  d r i n k i n g  i s  a 
c o n v e n i e n t  p r e t e x t  t o  i n j u r e  h e r  h u s b an d .  As she  t a l k s  t o  a f r i e n d  
w h i l e  M i l t o n  dances  w i t h  D o l l y ,  Helen  f e e l s  " s i c k ,  a l o n e "  ( 8 1 ) .  Then, 
"a f r a n t i c  v i s i o n  a p p e a r e d  t o  h e r . "  She s e e s  h e r s e l f  i n  bed a t  home i n  
t h e  d a r k .  M i l t o n  comes t o  t e l l  h e r  t h a t  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  i s  t h r o u g h .
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I b i d . ,  p . 149.  
^ U r a n g ,  p.  186.
28
In  h e r  r e v e r i e ,  H e len  c o l l a p s e s  "back  i n t o  b ed ,  o r  r a t h e r  i n t o  a b s o l u t e  
d a r k n e s s ,  knowing t h a t  by one word - -  Yes o r  F o r g iv e  o r  Love - -  she 
m igh t  have a f f i r m e d  a l l ,  r e l e a s e d  a l l  o f  th e  f a l s e  and v e n g e f u l  and 
t r o u b l i n g  demons . . . and e v e r y t h i n g  would be a l l  r i g h t  a g a i n "  ( 8 2 ) .
But she f a l l s  back i n t o  d a r k n e s s  and the  door  c l o s e s ,  s e a l i n g  o f f  the  
w o r l d .  I m m e d ia t e ly  a f t e r  t h i s  v i s i o n ,  P e y to n  a p p e a r s ,  and the  e m o t io n ­
a l l y  d i s t u r b e d  H elen  a t t a c k s  h e r .
At one of  h e r  m e e t i n g s  w i t h  C arey  C a r r ,  H e len  t e l l s  him o f  th e
day b e f o r e  P e y to n  was t o  l e a v e  f o r  Sweet B r i a r .  H elen  has  p u t  Maudie
down f o r  a nap and i s  s t a n d i n g  a t  th e  window w a tc h i n g  M i l t o n  and P e y to n  
p l a y  t o g e t h e r .  As she lo o k s  a t  them, H elen  can  s ee  o n ly  P e y t o n ' s  " h i p s ,  
th e  c o t t o n  drawn t i g h t  a g a i n s t  them" and can  t h i n k  o n ly  o f  P e y to n
" s t r e t c h e d  o u t  in  th e  woods a t  Sweet B r i a r  . . .  so v u l n e r a b l e  to  some
s l e e k  boy from the  U n i v e r s i t y "  ( 1 1 7 ) .  Then i t  seems t o  H elen  t h a t  the  
d e v i l  i s  s t a n d i n g  b e s i d e  h e r  and t h a t  he s a y s :  "Look a t  them , look  a t
t h e i r  s i n , look  how th e y  have b e t r a y e d  you b o t h : you and t h a t  f e e b l e  
b e lo v e d  h e a r t  b eh in d  you t h a t  must v a n i s h  s o o n . One has  b e t r a y e d  you 
th ro u g h  i n f i d e l i t y  and one th r o u g h  v i c e  and m e a n n e s s : th e  i n g r a t i t u d e  
o f  a_ s h a m e le s s  c h i l d " ( 1 1 8 ) .  Whi le M i l t o n  has  been  u n f a i t h f u l  t o  h i s  
w i f e ,  i t  i s  h a r d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h i s  a f f a i r  w i t h  D o l ly  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  
f o r  H e l e n ' s  v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  d e v i l  o r  o f  P e y to n  c o p u l a t i n g  i n  t h e  woods.
At P e y t o n ' s  w edd ing ,  H e l e n ' s  f e e l i n g s  ab o u t  s e x ,  s i n ,  and the  
w or ld  a round  h e r  a r e  most  c l e a r l y  r e v e a l e d .  S p o i l i n g  f o r  a chance  to  
r e v i l e  h e r  d a u g h t e r ,  H elen  o v e r h e a r s  h e r  t e l l  M i l t o n  n o t  t o  s m o th e r  h e r  
w i th  h i s  d ru n k e n  l o v e .  A f t e r  a s k i n g  C arey  C a r r  t o  s t e p  o u t s i d e  w i th  
h e r ,  she  a c c u s e s  P ey to n  o f  b e i n g  a s i n f u l  l i t t l e  t ramp and t e l l s  C a r r  
how c r u e l  i t  i s  f o r  a m o the r  t o  have such  a whore and a d ru n k a r d  f o r
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a c h i l d .  When C a r r  t e l l s  h e r  t h a t  he has  no i n t e n t i o n  of  l i s t e n i n g  t o  
such  t a l k ,  H e len  wonders  how he c o u l d  be so  s t u p i d  t h a t  he c a n n o t  " s e e  
t h e  d e e p e r  t h i n g s  she was g e t t i n g  a t ,  t r y i n g  t o  t e l l  him" ( 2 9 6 ) .  She 
t h e n  t h i n k s  ab o u t  th e  dreams she  h a s  c o n s t a n t l y ,  dreams which i n d i c a t e  
p a r t i a l l y  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h a t  f a t e  which  h e l p s  t o  d e s t r o y  th e  L o f t i s  
f a m i l y .
I n  one of  h e r  dreams H e len  t r i e s  t o  p r o t e c t  Maudie from s t r a n g e ,  
fea rsom e  enemies  who want t o  r a p e  Maudie f i r s t  and th e n  h e r .  In  a n o t h e r  
dream, D o l ly  Bonner d i e s  of  d i s e a s e  i n  a l a n d  t h a t  i s  s t r e w n  w i th  
f a c e l e s s  c o r p s e s ,  " i r i d e s c e n t  w i t h  d e c a y ,  s o f t  i n  p a r t s  o r  p a r t  l e a t h e r y ,  
i n v a r i a b l y  f e m a l e . "  H elen  and M i l t o n ,  or  C a r r  o r  h e r  f a t h e r ,  would walk  
t h ro u g h  t h i s  l a n d s c a p e  o f  d e a t h  and admire  t h e  b o d i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  one 
c o r p s e ,  " f a c e l e s s  l i k e  t h e  r e s t ,  head down in  t h e  shadows,  w i th  i t s  
l e g s  - -  s u p p u r a t i n g ,  c l o t t e d  by a swarm o f  s u c k i n g ,  a v i d  f l i e s  - -  unm is ­
t a k a b l y  D o l l y ' s "  ( 2 9 7 ) .  In  a t h i r d  dream Helen  r i d e s  a w h i t e  h o r s e  
" j u s t  l i k e  h e r  f a t h e r ' s "  ( 2 9 8 ) ,  and th e  g e l d i n g  k i l l s  D o l ly  by s i n k i n g  
i t s  s h a r p  hooves  i n t o  h e r  s k u l l .
I t  i s  o b v io u s  from H e l e n ' s  dreams t h a t  h e r  h a t r e d  and f e a r  o f  
sex  cause  h e r  to  h a t e  and f e a r  n o t  o n ly  D o l l y ,  b u t  men in  g e n e r a l .  In  
f a c t ,  h e r  t w i s t e d  v iews  o f  s e x ,  man, and r e l i g i o n  a r e  a l l  a p a r t  o f  
a n o t h e r  dream. I n  i t ,  Carey  C a r r ,  naked  t o  t h e  w a i s t ,  " f a t  and p ink  
w i th  h i s  b e l l y  b u t t o n  s h o w i n g ,"  p u l l s  h e r  t h ro u g h  th e  g a r d e n ,  " t h r e a t e n ­
ing  h e r  w i th  a b i g  s t i c k .  F a t  and p i n k ,  h i s  t i t t i e s  bobb ing  w i th  g r e a s y  
y e l lo w  f a t  b e n e a t h ,  l i k e  b u t t e r  on o a t m e a l .  T h r e a t e n i n g  h e r  w i t h  the  
s t i c k ,  s a y i n g ,  'You must  b e l i e v e !  You must  b e l i e v e !  I  am the  way,  t h e  
t r u t h  and th e  l i f e ! " '  ( 2 9 9 ) .  H e len  remembers t h i s  dream as  she walks  
o u t s i d e  w i t h  C a r r  a f t e r  th e  wedding  ceremony.  Because  he i s  b o th  a
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man and a t  l e a s t  n o m i n a l l y  a f i g u r e  o f  moral  a u t h o r i t y ,  she t u r n s  t o
th e  m i n i s t e r  and a c c u s e s  him o f  o n ly  p r e t e n d i n g  t o  h e l p  h e r  w i t h  h e r
p r o b le m s .  "She groped  f o r  som eth ing  c r u s h i n g ,  a n n i h i l a t i n g  to  s a y ,  t o  
t h i s  h e r  enemy. 'Your God i s  a s i l l y  o ld  a s s , '  she s a i d ,  ' and  my God 
. . . my God i s  th e  d e v i l ! ' "  ( 2 9 9 ) .  H e len  had e x p e c te d  l i f e  to  be one 
" n i c e ,  l o n g ,  c o n g e n i a l  t e a  p a r t y ,  where ev e ry o n e  t a l k e d  a l i t t l e ,  
danced  a l i t t l e  and had p o l i t e  m a nne rs .  She had come t o  th e  p a r t y  and 
i t  had been  g h a s t l y "  ( 2 7 3 ) .  When she f i n a l l y  r e a l i z e s  h e r  a d o l e s c e n t  
v i s i o n  o f  l i f e  i s  n o t  t o  b e ,  Helen  c a s t s  r e l i g i o n  a s i d e  a s  she would a
t o y  and employs  h e r  w i l l  ( a s  she  r a t h e r  d r a m a t i c a l l y  t e l l s  C a r r )  i n  th e
s e r v i c e  o f  e v i l .
A f t e r  v ie w i n g  H e l e n ' s  mind th ro u g h  h e r  dreams and h e r  a c t i o n s ,  
one wonders  w h a t ,  i f  a n y t h i n g ,  M i l t o n  c o u ld  have done t o  make t h e i r  
m a r r i a g e  a co m p le te  and harmonious  one? The o n ly  p o s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n  t o  
h i s ,  and p e r h a p s  P e y t o n ' s ,  dilemma would have been  t o  l e a v e  h e r  lo ng  
b e f o r e  he d i d .  But L o f t i s  shuns  d i v o r c e  u n t i l  i t  i s  to o  l a t e  " b e c a u s e  
he was e v e r  an i d l e r  o f  th e  mos t  a c c o m p l i sh e d  s o r t  . . .  he c o u ld  n e v e r  
e a r n  enough,  he knew, t o  m a i n t a i n  h i s  s e l f - i m p o s e d ,  p a t r i c i a n  s t a n d a r d  
o f  l i v i n g "  ( 1 5 3 - 5 4 ) .
I f  H e len  i s  beyond r e d e m p t io n  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  
p r o b le m s ,  so, f i n a l l y ,  i s  P e y to n .  I n  f a c t ,  she i s  an i n v e r t e d  image o f  
h e r  m o t h e r .  H e len  h a t e s  s e x  and c o l d l y  a b s t a i n s ;  P e y to n  h a t e s  s e x  b u t  
w i l d l y  a s s e n t s .  H e len  c a n n o t  love  b e c a u s e  she must  dom ina te  o t h e r s ;  
P e y to n  c a n n o t  lo v e  b e c a u se  she  has  been  s m o the red  by h e r  f a t h e r ' s  l o v e .  
H elen  e s c a p e s  r e a l i t y  t h ro u g h  madness ;  P e y to n  e s c a p e s  r e a l i t y  t h ro u g h  
s u i c i d e .
From h e r  i n t e r n a l  monologue j u s t  b e f o r e  she  commits s u i c i d e ,
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we know t h a t  P e y to n  i s  t o rm e n te d  by s e x u a l  g u i l t  ( s y m b o l i z e d  by the
b i r d s  in  h e r  i m a g i n a t i o n )  and t h a t  t h i s  s e x u a l  g u i l t  i s  a l s o  a s s o c i a t e d
w i t h  h e r  f a t h e r .  F o r  example ,  when she f i n a l l y  l o c a t e s  H ar ry  j u s t
b e f o r e  she  jumps t o  h e r  d e a t h ,  P e y to n  does n o t  know how t o  t e l l  him
of  h e r  f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  and d e s p a i r .  She t h i n k s :
C o u l d n ' t  he ^ H a r ry ^  s e e ,  c o u l d n ' t  I  c o n v in c e  him o f ,  i n s t e a d  of  
j o y .  my agony when I  l a y  down w i th  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  h o s t i l e  men, 
t h e  g i n  and t h e  g u i l t ,  t h e  f e a t h e r s  t h a t  r u s t l e d  i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s ,  
my drowning?  Then I  would s a y :  oh ,  my H a r r y ,  my l o s t  sw ee t  H a r ry ,
I  have n o t  f o r n i c a t e d  i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s  b e c a u s e  I  wanted  t o  b u t  
b e c a u se  I  was p u n i s h i n g  m y s e l f  f o r  p u n i s h i n g  you: y e t  som eth ing  
f a r  p a s t  d ream ing  o r  memory, and d a r k e r  t h a n  e i t h e r ,  im pe ls  me, 
and you do n o t  know, f o r  once I  awoke,  h a l f - s l e e p i n g ,  and p u l l e d  
away.  'No,  B unny , '  I  s a i d  ( 3 7 7 ) .
S in c e  Bunny i s  P e y t o n ' s  a f f e c t i o n a t e  nickname f o r  h e r  f a t h e r ,  t h e  d a rk
" som e th ing  f a r  p a s t  dream ing  or  memory" m igh t  be c a l l e d  an E l e c t r a
complex ,  which  when combined w i th  h e r  p u r i t a n i c a l  v iew of  sex  i n  g e n e r a l  
e x p l a i n s  why she t r i e s  t o  e x p i a t e  h e r  s e x u a l  g u i l t s  by l e t t i n g  a lm o s t  
any man u se  h e r  body.  R o b e r t  H. Fossum d i s c u s s e s  P e y t o n ' s  F r e u d i a n  
p rob lem s  a t  l e n g t h .  I n s o f a r  a s  h e r  f a t h e r  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  he s a y s  t h a t  
P e y to n  f e e l s  "a d o u b le -e d g e d  g u i l t :  g u i l t  f o r  d e s i r i n g  h e r  f a t h e r  and
f o r  h a v i n g  d e n i e d  him. To a s s u a g e  th e  l a t t e r ,  she l i e s  down i n  d a r k ­
n e s s  w i th  o t h e r  ' f a t h e r s . '  But i n  so  d o in g ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  she adds  t o  
t h a t  d i r t  u n d e r n e a t h  h e r  bed which s y m b o l i z e s  t h e  fo rm er . "^®
P e y to n  a l s o  f e e l s  t h a t  " so m e th in g  . . .  a g u i l t  p a s t  memory o r  
d ream in g ,  much d a r k e r , "  im pe ls  h e r  to  l e a p  from t h e  u p p e r  f l o o r  o f  the  
Harlem garment shop .  As she i s  a b o u t  t o  jump, h e r  t h o u g h t s  f l y  back 
and f o r t h  among s e x u a l  g u i l t ,  d e a t h ,  God, and h e r  f a t h e r :  "oh m^ L ord ,
I  am d y in g  . . . oh nr£ f a t h e r , oh my d a r l i n g . . . . P e y to n  you must  be
Fossum, pp .  16-17 .
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p r o p e r  n i c e  g i r l s  d o n 11 . . . .  I  t u r n  i n  t h e  room, see  them come a c r o s s
th e  t i l e s ,  d im ly  p r a n c i n g ,  f l u f f i n g  up t h e i r  w in g s ,  I  t h i n k ;  my poor
f l i g h t l e s s  b i r d s ,  have you s u f f e r e d  w i t h o u t  s o a r i n g  on th e  e a r t h ?
Come th e n  and f l y .  . . .  I  am d y i n g ,  Bunny,  d y i n g .  But you must  be
p r o p e r " ( 3 8 6 ) .  P e y to n  commits s u i c i d e  b e c a u se  she i s  u n a b l e  t o  re m a in
an in n o c e n t  c h i l d  c o n s t a n t l y  p r o t e c t e d  by h e r  f a t h e r ' s  l o v e .  She lo n g s
f o r  an e x i s t e n c e  " 'w h e r e  a w himper ing  J e s u s  g e n t l y  l e a d s  W i n n i e - t h e -
Pooh down a land  o f  a c h i n g  plum b l o s s o m s , " '  (367)  b u t  she  f i n d s  i n s t e a d
a n ig h t m a r e  w or ld  o f  h a t e ,  g u i l t ,  and p a i n .
Some c r i t i c s  b e l i e v e  t h a t  P e y to n  i s  redeemed i n  th e  end b e c a u s e
o f  h e r  c o u rag e  to  f a c e  d e a t h .  I h a b  H assa n ,  f o r  exam ple ,  s ay s  t h a t  " i n
a s t r a n g e  way, a way u n d e f i n a b l e  by any dogma o r  c r e e d  b u t  p e rh a p s
s im p ly  by t h e  com pass ion  a r t  b e s t o w s ,  h e r  a s h e s  do g iv e  f o r t h  l i g h t .
. . . S tunned  and h o r r i f i e d ,  th e  r e a d e r ' s  mind i s  p u r i f i e d  w i t h o u t
21r e c o u r s e  t o  a g e n u i n e l y  t r a g i c  c a t h a r s i s . "  J o n a t h a n  Baumbach s e e s
P e y t o n ' s  s u i c i d e  a s  a r i t u a l  of p u r i f i c a t i o n ,  where a f t e r  s t r i p p i n g  o f f
h e r  c l o t h e s  ( " t h e  v e s t m e n t s  o f  h e r  c o r r u p t  l i f e " ) ,  she r e t u r n s  " t o
n a t u r e  i n  the  s t a t e  o f  inn o c en ce  i n  which she  came. I r o n i c a l l y ,  i t  i s
th r o u g h  ' f a l l i n g '  t h a t  P e y to n  a c h i e v e s  h e r  r e d e m p t i o n .  S t y r o n ' s  p o i n t
i s  t h a t  o n ly  th ro u g h  h e l l  - -  th e  u l t i m a t e  F a l l  - -  can  one f i n a l l y  come 
2 2t o  h e a v e n . "  Cooper R. Mackin t h i n k s  t h a t  P e y to n  i s  redeemed b e c a u se  
o f  h e r  a l l u s i o n  t o  S i r  Thomas B row ne 's  l i n e s  from Urn B u r i a l . Because  
Mackin s e e s  t h e s e  l i n e s  a s  " p r e e m i n e n t l y  o p t i m i s t i c , "  he b e l i e v e s  t h a t
^ H a s s a n ,  p .  133.
2 2 The Landscape  o f  N i g h t m a r e : S t u d i e s  i n  th e  Contemporary  Novel  
(New York:  New York U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 965 ) ,  pp .  129-30 .
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h e r  d e a t h  i s  o n ly  "a moment of  d a r k n e s s  which p a r a d o x i c a l l y  l e a d s  i n t o
23an  e t e r n i t y  of  l i g h t . "
However, a f t e r  c o n s i d e r i n g  P e y t o n ' s  e n t i r e  monologue and e v a l u ­
a t i n g  i t  i n  l i g h t  of  S t y r o n ' s  v iew  t h a t  God and t h e  S u p e r n a t u r a l  
p r o b a b l y  do n o t  e x i s t ,  i t  seems o b v i o u s ,  as  R o b e r t  H. Fossum p o i n t s
o u t ,  t h a t  P e y t o n ' s  f i n a l  a c t  i s  p r i m a r i l y  "a l e a p  o f  d e s p a i r  r a t h e r  
0  /
t h a n  of  f a i t h . "  She does  n o t  r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  i n  a l i f e  a f t e r  d e a t h ,
b u t  o n ly  hopes  t h a t  a r e d ee m er  e x i s t s  i n  some " f a r  f a n t a s t i c  dawn."
E x i s t e n c e  i s  so p a i n f u l  t h a t  she i s  w i l l i n g  t o  t a k e  a " f a t a l  c h an c e"
t h a t  a new f a t h e r  a w a i t s  h e r  i n  d e a t h  ( 3 8 2 ) .  A l s o ,  as  F r e d e r i c k  J .
Hoffman p o i n t s  o u t ,  w i t h i n  the  c o n t e x t  o f  the  n o v e l ,  t h e  ep ig ra m  from
Urn B u r i a l  i s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  o p t i m i s t i c .  I t  " o f f e r s  us no hope o f
i m m o r t a l i t y  and b i d s  us  p r e p a r e  f o r  our  own d e a t h . "  As Hoffman goes
on t o  s a y ,  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  r e e n f o r c e s  o u r  s e n s e
t h a t  P e y t o n ' s  d e a t h  i s  b u t  a p i t i f u l  a t t e m p t  t o  f i n d  s om e th ing  o t h e r
t h a n  p a i n  and d i s a p p o i n t m e n t .  S in c e  she i s  dead a s  t h e  n o v e l  opens ,
"we a r e  f o r e v e r  b e h o l d i n g  th e  f a c t  o f  d e a t h "  and a s k i n g  o u r s e l v e s ,  "'Why
d i d  she d i e ? ' " ^ - ’ I n  t h e  end we r e a l i z e  t h a t  "we a r e  a l l  doomed; t h a t
o u r  l i v e s  a r e  b u t  a p r e p a r i n g  f o r  d e a t h ;  and most  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h a t  we
somehow ( w i t h o u t  o v e r t l y  w i s h i n g  i t ,  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  as  i f  c o m p u l s iv e -
2 6l y )  h e l p  o u r  own way toward  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n . "
23W i l l i a m  S t y r o n . Sou t h e r n  W r i t e r  S e r i e s . 7 ( A u s t i n :  S t e c k -
Vaughn, 1 969 ) ,  p .  10.
24 Fossum, p .  18.
^ H o f f m a n ,  p .  150.
26I b i d . . p. 153.
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Had M i l t o n  a c t e d  d i f f e r e n t l y  t h a t  Sunday D o l ly  and h e r
husband  came to  th e  h o u s e ,  a t  P e y t o n ' s  b i r t h d a y  d an ce ,  a t  C h r i s tm a s
1941,  a t  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  y e a r ,  i n  f a c t  a t  a l l  t i m e s ,  would
P e y to n  s t i l l  have been  h a u n t e d  by th e  same s e x u a l  g u i l t ?  Would she and
h e r  mother  s t i l l  have h a t e d  each  o t h e r  b e c a u s e  th e y  b o th  w an ted  and
needed  M i l t o n ,  though i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways? As Gunnar Urang s a y s ,  "The
b u rd e n  o f  g u i l t  r e s t s  on M i l t o n  more th a n  on the  o t h e r s ,  f o r  c o n t r i v i n g
27the n e t  o f  f a i l u r e  i n  which th e y  a r e  a l l  en m esh e d ."  But w h i l e  t h i s  
i s  p r o b a b l y  t r u e ,  th e  L o f t i s  t r a g e d y  c a n n o t  be e x p l a i n e d  s im p ly  by 
b la m in g  M i l t o n  f o r  a l a c k  o f  r e s p o n s i b l e  a c t i o n .  As t h e  m i n i s t e r  Carey  
C a r r  s a y s ,  "Who . . . l e s t  i t  be God H im s e l f ,  c o u ld  know where the  
c i r c l e ,  composed as i t  was o f  such  t r a g i c  s u s p i c i o n s  and m i s u n d e r s t a n d ­
i n g s ,  began  and where i t  end ed ? "  ( 2 3 9 ) .  I t  seems t o  me t h a t  b o th  
c h a r a c t e r  and f a t e  combine t o  d e s t r o y  th e  L o f t i s e s .
However, a t  P e y t o n ' s  w edd ing ,  L o f t i s  h i m s e l f  comes t o  b e l i e v e  
t h a t  the  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  th e  r e s u l t  o f  a k in d  
of  s e x u a l  f a t e .  As he w a tc h e s  P e y to n ,  H e len ,  and H a r ry  from t h e  o t h e r  
s i d e  o f  the  room, he s u d d e n ly  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  h i s  w i f e  and h i s  d a u g h t e r  
have a lw ays  " h a t e d  and d e s p i s e d  eac h  o t h e r . "  A l l  o f  h i s  r e c e n t  s a c r i ­
f i c e s ,  h i s  s t r u g g l e s  t o  q u i t  d r i n k i n g ,  t o  be f a i t h f u l  and  l o v i n g  t o  
H e le n ,  and  t o  be a s t r o n g e r  man were d e s t i n e d  t o  f a i l .  "Not a n y t h i n g  
he had done o r  had  f a i l e d  to  do had made them h a t e  eac h  o t h e r .  Not even  
D o l l y .  None o f  h i s  a c t i o n s ,  w h e th e r  r i g h t  o r  wrong,  had c a u s e d  t h i s  
t r a g e d y ,  so much a s  t h e  p u re  f a c t  o f  h i m s e l f ,  h i s  v e r y  e x i s t e n c e ,  
i n t e r p o s e d  w e a p o n le s s  and d e f e n s e l e s s  i n  a n o - m a n ' s - l a n d  be tw een  two
^Urang,  p. 188.
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d e s p e r a t e ,  w a r r i n g  female  m a c h in e s "  ( 2 8 4 ) .  What M i l t o n  f a i l s  t o  s e e  i s  
t h a t  he h a s  p l a c e d  h i m s e l f  i n  such  a p o s i t i o n  by b a s i n g  h i s  e x i s t e n c e  
on the  s e l f i s h  and u n r e a l i s t i c  love  o f  two t h i n g s  which  were d e s t i n e d  
to  f a i l  him: h i s  w i f e  ( o r  more a c c u r a t e l y ,  H e l e n ' s  w e a l t h  and i t s
a t t e n d a n t  s e c u r i t y )  and ,  more i m p o r t a n t l y ,  h i s  d a u g h t e r .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  
though he must  a c c e p t  some of the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  H e l e n ' s  madness 
and P e y t o n ' s  s u i c i d e ,  t h e r e  do seem t o  be d a r k ,  p o w e r fu l  f o r c e s  a t  work 
i n  L i e  Down i n  D a rk n es s  which p e rh a p s  overshadow h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  c o n t r o l  
h i s  own d e s t i n y .
M i l t o n ' s  s m a l l  n o b i l i t y  l i e s  i n  the  f a c t  t h a t  i n  t h e  end he 
w i l l  n o t  p a s s i v e l y  a c c e p t  h i s  doom. Even a f t e r  P e y to n  i s  dead ,  f o r  
exam ple ,  he a t t e m p t s  t o  c o n v in c e  h i s  w i f e  t h a t  t h e i r  o n ly  hope f o r  
s a l v a t i o n  l i e s  i n  l o v i n g  and h e l p i n g  each  o t h e r .  As t h e y  le a v e  th e  
c h a p e l  which  h o l d s  P e y t o n ' s  body,  M i l t o n  t r i e s  t o  r e a c h  h i s  i n s a n e  w i f e :  
"'Why have I  wanted  y o u ? '  he  s h o u t e d .  'B eca u se  y o u ' r e  t h e  o n ly  t h i n g  
l e f t !  T h a t ' s  why! My God, d o n ' t  you s ee?  W e ' re  b o th  s i c k ,  we need  t o  
make eac h  o t h e r  But H e len  p l a c i d l y  a s k s  h e r  husband  n o t  t o  "make
a s c e n e . "  I n c e n s e d ,  M i l t o n  s to rm s  a t  h e r ,  " h i s  h a i r  f l y i n g , "  and g r a b s  
h e r  by th e  arm.  ' " S c e n e !  S c e n e ! '  L o f t i s  s h o u t e d .  'Why God damn you,  
d o n ' t  you s ee  what  y o u ' r e  d o in g !  With n o t h i n g  l e f t !  N o th in g !  N o th ing !  
N o t h i n g ! " '  ( 3 8 8 ) .  Having l o s t  the  two t h i n g s  which seemed t o  p rom ise  
a m e a n in g fu l  e x i s t e n c e ,  L o f t i s  p a s s e s  judgment on h i s  l i f e  and the  
w o r ld  a round  him. His  l o v e ,  j u s t  a s  P e y t o n ' s  w edd ing ,  s h o u ld  have 
a f f i r m e d  the  mora l  o r d e r  o f  th e  u n i v e r s e ;  i n s t e a d ,  t h e y  b o th  r e v e a l e d  
o n ly  the  a b s u r d ,  c h a o t i c  n a t u r e  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  His  l i f e ,  l i k e  the  wedding ,  
i s  "a n ig h t m a re  i n  v i v i d  t e c h n i c o l o r ,  w i th  no d i r e c t o r  and clumsy a c t o r s ,  
and w i r e d  - -  r a t h e r  t h a n  f o r  words and music - -  f o r  one v a s t  and f e b r i l e  
n o i s e "  ( 3 0 6 ) .
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I f  a l l  t h e  L o f t i s e s  i n  L ie  Down i n  D arkness  a r e  doomed b e c a u se  
t h e y  l a c k  a m e a n in g f u l  f a i t h ,  i t  would seem a t  f i r s t  g l a n c e  t h a t  the  
Negro can  a c h i e v e  r e d e m p t io n  b e c a u s e  he b e l i e v e s  w i t h o u t  r e s e r v a t i o n  in  
C h r i s t i a n i t y .  A c l o s e r  look  a t  the  s i t u a t i o n ,  how ever ,  p r o v e s  o t h e r ­
w i s e .  Much e a r l y  c r i t i c i s m  o f  S t y r o n ' s  f i r s t  n o v e l  p a r a l l e l s  th e  Negro 
i n  i t  w i t h  th e  Negro i n  W i l l i a m  F a u l k n e r ' s  The Sound and the  F u r y . Even 
such  an o u t s t a n d i n g  c r i t i c  a s  L o u i s  D. Rubin ,  J r .  a t  f i r s t  f e l t  t h a t  i n
th e  l a s t  c h a p t e r  o f  h i s  book S t y r o n  c o n t r a s t s  t h e  a i m l e s s n e s s  o f  t h e
L o f t i s e s  " w i th  t h e  happy f a i t h  o f  t h e i r  Negro s e r v a n t ,  who i s  u n t r o u b l e d
by a c e d i a .  The s e r v a n t  b e l i e v e s ,  and on the  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  t h a t  b e l i e f
28i s  a b l e  t o  c o n d u c t  a s a t i s f y i n g  l i f e . "  J o n a t h a n  Baumbach i n  The 
Landscape  o f  N igh tm are  echoes  R u b i n ' s  e a r l y  view of  t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r  
b e c a u se  he s e e s  t h e  Negro as  a c h i l d  who f i n d s  s a l v a t i o n  th ro u g h  s im p le
f a i t h .  "The s o u r c e  of  th e  N e g r o ' s  s t r e n g t h , "  s a y s  Baumbach, " i s  h i s
u n q u e s t i o n i n g  f a i t h  i n  God as  opposed  t o  t h e  g e n t r y ' s  r e l i g i o n ,  which 
ha s  f o r m a l i z e d  God o u t  of  e x i s t e n c e .  . . . Coming a f t e r  t h e  b u r i a l  of  
P e y to n ,  th e  Daddy F a i t h  b a p t i s m a l  ceremony a c h i e v e s  a s p e c i a l  r e s o n ­
ance  as  a symbol o f  the  r e d e m p t i o n  o f  P e y t o n ' s  l i f e  and o f  th e  p o s s i b l e
29re d e m p t io n  o f  ou r  own."
As more r e c e n t  c r i t i c i s m  has  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e  
c i r c u s - l i k e  r e l i g i o n  o f  Daddy F a i t h  and h i s  f o l l o w e r  i s  a symbol of  
o u r  p o s s i b l e  r e d e m p t i o n  i s  to  m iss  the  i r o n y  and the  c o m p l e x i t y  of  
S t y r o n ' s  i n t e n t i o n s .  For one t h i n g ,  Daddy F a i t h  i s  a con-man,  a b l a c k  
c h a r l a t a n  who d r i v e s  down from B a l t i m o r e  once a y e a r ,  p u t s  on h i s  f l a s h y
28 "What To Do About C h a o s , "  Hopkins  Review. V, No. 1,  67.
29 Baumbach, p. 133.
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show, and u s e s  th e  money from t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  p l a t e  t o  buy C a d i l l a c s  and
f i n e  c l o t h e s .  S t y r o n ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Daddy F a i t h ' s  g o s p e l  r a f t  s h o u ld
be s u f f i c i e n t  e v i d e n c e  to  show t h i s  i r o n y :
I t  l a y  a n c h o re d  o f f s h o r e  i n  t h e  s h a l l o w  w a t e r ,  b obb ing  g e n t l y  in  
th e  w aves .  On i t  had been  e r e c t e d  a s o r t  o f  s t a g e ,  s u r ro u n d e d  on 
f o u r  s i d e s  by a g o ld e n  damask c u r t a i n ;  em b ro id e re d  d e s i g n s  - -  
d rag o n s  and c r o s s e s  and c row ns ,  Masonic emblems, s h i e l d s ,  b i z a r r e  
and u n h e a r d - o f  a n i m a l s ,  an  amalgam o f  myth and pagan  r i t u a l  and 
C h r i s t i a n  symbology - -  a l l  t h e s e  glowed a g a i n s t  t h e  c u r t a i n  i n  g r e e n  
and r e d  p h o s p h o r e s e n t  f a b r i c s ,  l i t e r a l l y  h u r t i n g  t h e  e y e s .  At th e  
c o r n e r s  of  t h e  c u r t a i n  were  t a l l  g o ld e n  ro d s  and s u rm o u n t i n g  each  was 
a t r a n s p a r e n t  g l o b e ,  t h ro u g h  which an e l e c t r i c  b u lb  shone ,  g i v i n g  
o u t l i n e  t o  p a i n t e d  r e d  l e t t e r s ,  which s a i d  s im p ly :  LOVE ( 3 9 2 ) .
I n  a c l a s s i c  u n d e r s t a t e m e n t ,  Rubin  s a y s  t h a t  "Daddy F a i t h  i s  n o t  J e s u s
C h r i s t ;  he i s  i n  no s e n s e  d i v i n e ;  i n d e e d ,  h i s  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  i s  a gaudy
p a rody  o f  a l l  known r e l i g i o n s .  He i s  e f f e c t i v e  i n  h i s  c h a r l a n t r y  b eca u se
30of  th e  g u l l i b i l i t y  of  h i s  a u d i e n c e . "
The en d in g  o f  the  n ove l  seems t o  u n d e r s c o r e  t h e  i r o n i c  bu t  
t r a g i c  h o p l e s s n e s s  o f  t h i s  pagan  " C h r i s t i a n i t y , "  f o r  a s  t h e  Negroes  
p o i n t  t o  th e  sky  and s h o u t ,  " ' Y e s ,  J e s u s !  I  s e e n  Him! Yeah! Y e a h ! " '  
t h e  n o r th b o u n d  t r a i n  drowns o u t  t h e i r  s h o u t s .  The " g i g a n t i c  sound . . . 
seemed t o  s o a r  i n t o  the  dusk beyond and above f o r e v e r ,  w i t h  a n o i s e ,  
p e r h a p s ,  l i k e  th e  c l a t t e r  o f  th e  o p en ing  of  e v e r l a s t i n g  g a t e s  and 
d o o r s "  ( 4 0 0 ) .  O n e ' s  f i r s t  t h o u g h t s  a b o u t  t h i s  l a s t  s e n t e n c e  a r e  t h a t  
God has  h e a r d  t h e  p r a y e r s  o f  t h e  N egroes  and th e  g a t e s  o f  Heaven a r e  
o p en ing  f o r  them. The c e n t r a l  image h e r e ,  t h o u g h , i s  t h e  t r a i n ,  and i t  
i s  headed  N o r t h ,  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  t h e  P rom ised  Land i n  L ie  Down i n  D a r k n e s s . 
A l s o ,  i t  i s  g o in g  i n t o  " t h e  oncoming n i g h t , "  s u r e l y  a n o t h e r  a p o c a l y p t i c  
image o f  d a r k n e s s  which c a l l s  t o  mind th e  many a l l u s i o n s  i n  t h e  no v e l
Rubin ,  The Faraway C o u n t r y , pp .  204 -05 .
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t o  th e  a tom ic  bomb. C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  w h i l e  t h e  L o f t i s e s  a t t e m p t  t o  e s c a p e  
r e a l i t y  th ro u g h  t h e i r  dreams o f  c h i ld h o o d  love  and i n n o c e n c e ,  the  b l a c k s  
a t t e m p t  t o  e s c a p e  th ro u g h  pagan  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  N e i t h e r  way,  S t y r o n  seems 
t o  s a y ,  o f f e r s  s a l v a t i o n  from a p o c a l y p t i c  n e c e s s i t y .
I s  t h e r e  no p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e d e m p t io n  th e n  i n  L ie  Down i n  Dark ­
n e s s  ? In  a w or ld  which seems to  be a b s u r d ,  c h a o t i c ,  and on the  v e rg e  
o f  b e i n g  d e s t r o y e d ,  i s  t h e r e  a n y t h i n g  which  w i l l  s u s t a i n  a man and g ive  
h i s  l i f e  meaning and v a l u e ?  I t  a p p e a r s  t o  me t h a t  S t y r o n  does  n o t  
c o m p l e t e l y  r u l e  o u t  t h i s  hope b e c a u se  i n  the  p e r s o n  o f  H ar ry  M i l l e r ,  we 
have a man who has  a c h i e v e d  f a i t h  i n  h i m s e l f  and i n  som eth ing  which i s  
n o t  s u b j e c t  t o  f a t e  o r  m o r t a l i t y .
I t  i s  no c o i n c i d e n c e  t h a t  j u s t  b e f o r e  she commits s u i c i d e ,
P e y to n  f i n d s  h e r  e s t r a n g e d  husband  a t  t h e  a p a r t m e n t  of  Mr. FREEMAN
[ s t y r o n ' s  c a p i t a l s ] ] .  H ere ,  H a r ry  h a s  been  p a i n t i n g  a p i c t u r e  which
s y m b o l i z e s  t h e  r o l e  of  th e  a r t i s t  i n  a w o r ld  where r e l i g i o n  i s  u s e l e s s
and t r u e  f a i t h  i n  l i f e  i s  a l l  b u t  dead:
He was p a i n t i n g  an  o l d  man. I n  g r e y s ,  deep  b l u e s  an  a n c i e n t  monk 
o r  a r a b b i  l i n e d  and w e a t h e r e d ,  l i f t i n g  p ro u d ,  t r a g i c  eyes  toward  
h e a v e n ;  b e h in d  him were  t h e  r u i n s  o f  a c i t y ,  s h a t t e r e d ,  d e v a s t a t e d ,  
c rumbled  p i l e s  o f  c o n c r e t e  and s t o n e  t h a t  glowed from some h a l f ­
h id d e n  r u s t y  l i g h t ,  l i k e  t h e  e a r t h ' s  l a s t  wan ing  dusk .  I t  was a
l a n d s c a p e  dead and f o r l o r n  y e t  r e t e n t i v e  o f  some f l o w i n g ,  v a g r a n t  
m a j e s t y ,  and a g a i n s t  i t  t h e  o ld  m a n 's  eyes  looked  p r o u d l y  upward,  
tow ards  God p e r h a p s ,  o r  p e rh a p s  j u s t  the  dy in g  sun ( 3 7 4 ) .
When P e y to n  p l e a d s  w i t h  H a r ry  t o  t a k e  h e r  back once a g a i n ,  he t e l l s  h e r :
'Remember t h a t  l i n e  you u s e d  t o  q u o te  from th e  B i b l e ,  How lo n g ,
Lord? o r  som eth ing  - - '  'Remember how s h o r t  my t ime i s , '  I  [Pey ton]  
s a i d .  ' Y e s , '  he s a i d .  'W e l l ,  t h a t ' s  th e  way I  f e e l .  With your  
h e l p  I  u sed  t o  t h i n k  I  c o u ld  go a lo ng  way,  b u t  you d i d n ' t  h e l p  me. 
Now I ' m  on i t  a l o n e .  I  d o n ' t  know what  good i t ' l l  do anyone b u t  
me, b u t  I  want  t o  p a i n t  and p a i n t  and p a i n t  b eca u se  I  t h i n k  t h a t  
some agony i s  upon u s .  . . . 1  want  t o  c r u s h  i n  my hands  a l l  t h a t  
agony and make b e a u t y  come o u t ,  b e c a u se  t h a t ' s  a l l  t h a t ' s  l e f t ,
and I  d o n ' t  have much t ime - - '  ( 3 7 7 ) .
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H a r ry  has  a c h i e v e d  r e d e m p t io n  b e c a u se  he has  found  f reedom and meaning 
i n  h i s  own e x i s t e n c e .  J u s t  a s  t h e  o ld  man i n  h i s  p a i n t i n g ,  H a r ry  can  
look  heavenward  even  i f  t h e r e  i s  no heaven  and have  hope i n  t h e  f a c e  of  
t h e  a p o c a l y p s e .
I n  te rm s  o f  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  however ,  H a r r y ' s  
r e d e m p t io n  i s  n o t  e f f e c t i v e l y  h a n d l e d  b e c a u s e  S t y r o n  d e v o t e s  o n ly  a few 
pages  t o  h i s  l i f e  as  an a r t i s t .  A l s o ,  though we f e e l  t h a t  H a r ry  must  
have  s u f f e r e d  g r e a t l y  b e f o r e  he found th e  way back  t o  h i m s e l f  and to  
f reedom ,  S t y r o n  does  n o t  d r a m a t i z e  t h i s  s t r u g g l e .  I n  L ie  Down i n  
D arkness  th e  f o r c e s  which  make H elen  and M i l t o n  L o f t i s  i n  t h e i r  d e s p a i r  
sc ream  ' " N o t h i n g ! " '  and which  push P e y to n  from the  u p p e r  f l o o r  o f  the  
Harlem garment shop seem t o  have been  paramount i n  S t y r o n ' s  mind.  I t  
was a l l  he c o u ld  do t o  a l l o w  even the  s m a l l e s t  r a y  o f  s u n l i g h t  to  f a l l  
on h i s  l a n d s c a p e  o f  d a r k n e s s .
CHAPTER I I
REDEMPTIVE POSSIBILITIES IN A CLOSED SYSTEM
- -  " A l l  o f  h i s  l i f e  he  had y e a r n e d  f o r  s o m e th in g  t h a t  
was a s  f l e e t i n g  and as  inc om m unicab le ,  i n  i t s  b e a u t y ,  
a s  t h a t  one b a r  o f  music  he r em e m bered . "  - -  
L i e u t e n a n t  C u lv e r
1
W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  The Long March (1952)  t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  two 
m i d d l e - a g e d  men, C u lv e r  and Mannix ,  who a r e  c a l l e d  back  i n t o  th e  Mar ine 
Corps j u s t  b e f o r e  t h e  K orean  War. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  th e  n o v e l l a  c e n t e r s  
a round  th e  r e s p o n s e  o f  C u l v e r  and Mannix t o  th e  a c c i d e n t a l  d e a t h  of  
e i g h t  young s o l d i e r s  by a s h o r t  m o r t a r  round  and t o  a s u b s e q u e n t  f o r c e d  
march of  t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s  o r d e r e d  by t h e i r  commanding o f f i c e r ,  C o lo n e l  
Rocky Tem ple ton .  What b e g i n s  s im p ly  as a n o t h e r  s t o r y  of  t h e  in h u m a n i ty  
o f  the  m i l i t a r y ,  how ever ,  becomes a f a b l e  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  e x i s t e n c e  i n  
t h e  modern w o r l d .  On a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  o r  r e l i g i o u s  l e v e l ,  The Long March 
d r a m a t i z e s  t h e  q u e s t  o f  a human b e i n g  (Mannix) f o r  r e d e m p t i v e  freedom 
i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  i n o r d i n a t e ,  d o c t r i n a i r e  a u t h o r i t y .
Whether Mannix s u c c e e d s  i n  t h i s  r e d e m p t iv e  q u e s t  i s  d e b a t a b l e .
His g r o s s  i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n  t o  C o lo n e l  Tem ple ton  d u r i n g  th e  h i k e  r e s u l t s  
i n  a p rom ise  o f  h i s  b e i n g  c o u r t m a r t i a l e d  and a s s i g n e d  t o  K o re a .  At t h e  
end o f  The Long M arch . t h e  C o lo n e l  and t h e  Corps  s t i l l  seem v e r y  much i n  
c o n t r o l ,  w h i l e  Mannix i s  s e e n  as  an  e x h a u s t e d ,  s u f f e r i n g  man.
W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ,  The Long March (New York:  V i n t a g e ,  1 960 ) .  A l l
s u b s e q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n  a r e  c i t e d  by page number w i t h i n  
t h e  t e x t .
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R ic h a r d  P e a r c e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  i n  t h e  o p e n in g  scene  o f  the  n o v e l
" S t y r o n  p i c t u r e s  th e  i r r a t i o n a l  v i o l e n c e  e x p l o d i n g  from b e n e a t h  t h e
p l a c i d  s u r f a c e  of  l i f e ,  e x p r e s s i n g  e x p l i c i t l y  and w i t h  s h a r p e r  c l a r i t y
a v iew t h a t  he had begun t o  c o n c e iv e  i n  h i s  s t o r y  o f  P e y to n  L o f t i s ,  and
2
which  would dom ina te  the  w or ld  of  Cass K i n s o l v i n g . "  E i g h t  young
m a r i n e s  have been  k i l l e d  by two m o r t a r  s h e l l s  t h a t  m i s f i r e d  as  th e  men
s t o o d  i n  t h e  chow l i n e  w a i t i n g  p a t i e n t l y  f o r  t h e i r  l u n c h .  A l a n d s c a p e
once d o t t e d  o n ly  w i th  l o b l o l l y  p in e  and p o i s o n  iv y  s u d d e n l y  i s  s t r e w n
w i t h  " s h r e d s  o f  bone ,  g u t ,  and d a n g l i n g  t i s s u e "  and becomes,  a s  R o b e r t
3
Fossum s a y s ,  "a b lo o d y  w a s t e l a n d  which God seems t o  have a b a n d o n e d . "
At t h e  s i g h t  o f  the  " s l i c k  nude l i t t e r  o f  i n t e s t i n e  and s h a t t e r e d  
b l u e  b o n e s , "  L i e u t e n a n t  C u lv e r  v o m i t s  " h e l p l e s s l y  o n to  h i s  s h o e s , "  n o t  
b e c a u s e  "he had a weak s tomach  o r  . . . was u n a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  c a r n a g e "  
( 6 ) ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e  s i g h t  o f  such  d e a t h  i s  t o t a l l y  u n e x p e c t e d  i n  t im es  
o f  p e a c e .  C u lv e r  c o u ld  have  a c c e p t e d  t h e  b r u t a l  l o s s  of  l i f e  i n  w ar ;  
war was i r r a t i o n a l  anyway.  But how does  one e x p l a i n  such  an  o c c u r r e n c e  
i n  p e a c e t i m e  t r a i n i n g  h e r e  i n  the  S t a t e s ?  H ere ,  s e e m i n g l y ,  was d e a t h  
f o r  no l o g i c a l  r e a s o n .  In  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  a c t i o n  o f  The Long March,  
t h i s  s c e n e  o f  d e a t h  f l a s h e s  f r e q u e n t l y  t h ro u g h  C u l v e r ' s  mind ,  c o n s t a n t l y  
r e m in d in g  him t h a t  h i s  w o r ld  i s  one o f  chaos  and i r r a t i o n a l i t y  and t h a t  
d e a t h  i s  a f e a r f u l  and e v e r - p r e s e n t  p o s s i b i l i t y .
On th e  h e e l s  o f  t h i s  i l l o g i c a l  a c c i d e n t  comes an i r r a t i o n a l  
o r d e r  by t h e  commanding o f f i c e r ,  C o lo n e l  Tem ple ton ,  f o r  a f o r c e d  march
2
W i l l i a m  S t y r o n .  U n i v e r s i t y  of  M inneso ta  P am ph le t s  on American 
W r i t e r s ,  No. 98 ( M i n n e a p o l i s :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M in n eso ta  P r e s s ,  1971) ,
p .  19.
Fossum, p. 21.
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of  t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s .  T em ple ton  s a y s  t h a t  t h e  march i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  keep  
h i s  s o l d i e r s  from " d o p in g  o f f . "  His  men, c o n t i n u e s  t h e  C o l o n e l ,  a r e  
" g o in g  t o  a c t  l i k e  M a r i n e s .  T h e y ' r e  go ing  t o  be f i t . I f  t h e y  meet  an 
A g g r e s s o r  enemy n e x t  week th e y  m igh t  have t o  march a l o n g ,  long  way" 
( 2 8 - 2 9 ) .  To L i e u t e n a n t  C u lv e r  and C a p t a i n  Mannix - -  m id d le a g e d  r e s e r v ­
i s t s  grown p h y s i c a l l y  s o f t  b u t  m e n t a l l y  i n d e p e n d e n t  - -  t h i s  o r d e r  seems 
e s p e c i a l l y  c r u e l  and a b s u r d .  Mannix i n  p a r t i c u l a r  i s  o u t r a g e d  by the  
f o r th c o m in g  h i k e :  " ' S o  H&S Company i s  f o u l e d  up .  So maybe i t  i s .  He
c a n ' t  t a k e  g r e e n  t r o o p s  l i k e  t h e s e  and do t h a t .  A f t e r  a c o u p le  of  
s e v e n - o r - t e n - o r - f i f t e e n - m i l e  c o n d i t i o n i n g  h i k e s ,  maybe s o .  I f  t h e y  were 
young ,  and r e s t e d .  B a r r a c k s - f r e s h .  But t h i s  s i l l y  son  o f  a b i t c h  i s  
go in g  t o  have a l l  t h e s e  t i r e d ,  f l a b b y  o ld  men f l a p p i n g  a ro u n d  on th e  
g round l i k e  a bunch o f  f i s h  a f t e r  th e  f i r s t  two m i l e s .  C h r i s t  on a 
f r i g g i n g  c r u t c h ! ' "  ( 3 3 ) .
C u lv e r  and Mannix a r e  shaken  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  n o t  o n ly  by t h o u g h t s  
o f  imminent  p h y s i c a l  s u f f e r i n g  b u t  by t h o u g h t s  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  p r i s o n e r s  
i n  an a b s u r d ,  inhuman w o r l d .  C u lv e r  t h i n k s  t h a t  " a f t e r  s i x  y e a r s  o f  an 
o r d e r e d  and s y m p a t h e t i c  l i f e  - -  made th e  more p l a c i d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  
he had assumed he had  p u t  war  f o r e v e r  b e h i n d  him - -  i t  was a shock  
a l m o s t  m y s t i c a l l y  h o r r i f y i n g ,  i n  i t s  u n r e a l i t y ,  t o  f i n d  h i m s e l f  i n  t h i s  
new w o r ld  o f  f r i g i d  n i g h t s  and b l a z i n g  no o n s ,  of  d i s o r d e r  and movement 
and p u r s u i t "  ( 3 6 ) .  I n  t h i s  n ig h t m a r e  w o r l d ,  C u lv e r  and Mannix a r e  
f o r c e d  t o  l i s t e n  t o  a b s t r a c t  l e c t u r e s  on ' " t h e  new a m ph ib ious  d o c t r i n e ' "  
( 4 6 ) ,  w hich  c o n t a i n  p h r a s e s  such  a s ,  " 'O u r  g roup  d e s t i n y  . . . amphib ­
i o u s l y  i n t e g r a t e d ,  from any  f o r c e  thrown a g a i n s t  us  by A g g r e s s o r  
enem y '"  ( 4 8 ) .  They a re  f o r c e d  t o  p u r s u e  r e l e n t l e s s l y  a m a k e - b e l i e v e  
A g g r e s s o r  enemy f o r  days  on end i n  the  h o t  C a r o l i n a  summer. They a r e
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f o r c e d  t o  spend  t h e i r  o f f - d u t y  h o u r s  i n  t h e  t i n s e l - b r i g h t ,  s h am - lu x u ry  
o f  t h e  O f f i c e r ' s  Club ( i r o n i c a l l y  named H e a v e n ' s  G a te )  b e c a u se  t h e r e  
i s  no o t h e r  p l a c e  to  go f o r  a hundred  m i l e s .  And th e y  a r e  f o r c e d  to  
march t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s  b e c a u s e  C o lo n e l  Tem ple ton  t h i n k s  i t  w i l l  be good 
f o r  t h e  " g roup  e s p r i t " ( 2 7 ) .
S t y r o n  f u r t h e r  em p h as ize s  th e  n a t u r e  o f  C u lv e r  and M an n ix ' s  
e x i s t e n c e  t h ro u g h  such  images as t h e  " b l e a k  c e l l - l i k e  rooms" which a r e  
shown to  C u lv e r  and h i s  w i f e  as th e y  look  f o r  h o u s in g  i n  a town c l o s e  
t o  the  P o s t .  While on maneuvers  in  t h e  f i e l d ,  C u lv e r  f e e l s  t h a t  h i s  
t e n t  i s  "a c o f f i n "  ( 3 8 ) .  At n i g h t ,  t h e  r a d i o  i n  C u l v e r ' s  t e n t  w i l l  n o t  
p i c k  up normal  news o r  music  programs o r  even  t h e  human sounds  of  a n o t h e r  
s o l d i e r  r e l a y i n g  some m i l i t a r y  i n f o r m a t i o n .  A l l  he h e a r s  on th e  r a d i o  
a r e  "a c r a z y ,  t o r t u r e d  m u l t i t u d e  of  w a i l s  . . . l i k e  the  c r i e s  of  
sou ls  i n  t h e  a n g u i s h  o f  h e l l "  ( 4 1 ) .  These images em phasize  th e  d e a t h -  
i n - l i f e  a s p e c t s  of  th e  Marine  Corps .
P e rh a p s  t h e  most i m p o r t a n t  image o f  the  dilemma C u lv e r  and
Mannix f i n d  t h e m s e lv e s  i n  i a  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  form o f  a s t o r y  t h a t
Mannix t e l l s  h i s  f r i e n d .  Th i s  e x t e n d e d  "m etaphor  o f  the human s i t u a -  
4
t i o n "  c o n c e r n s  the  o n ly  t ime in  th e  l a s t  war t h a t  Mannix was a f r a i d .
He and some of h i s  f r i e n d s  were drunk i n  a t e n t h - f l o o r  h o t e l  room i n  
San F r a n c i s c o .  When Mannix t r i e d  t o  s o b e r  up by t a k i n g  a shower ,  h i s  
b u d d ie s  g rabbed  him, pushed  him o u t  t h e  window, and h e l d  him by the  
h e e l s  u p s i d e  down. " ' I  j u s t  remember t h e  c o l d  wind b low ing  on my b o d y , " '  
Mannix t e l l s  C u l v e r ,  " ' a n d  t h a t  d a r k ,  man, i n f i n i t e  d a r k n e s s  a l l  a round  
me. . . .  I  r e a l l y  saw Death  t h e n ' "  ( 5 7 - 5 8 ) .  His f r i e n d s  p u l l e d  him
4
Pearce,  p. 20.
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back  i n  o n ly  a f t e r  Mannix began  t o  sc ream  a t  th e  t o p  o f  h i s  l u n g s .
" ' B u t  e v e r y  t ime I  remember t h a t  m o m e n t , ' "  s a y s  Mannix t o  C u l v e r ,  H ,a 
g r e a t  b i g  c o l d  sh u d d e r  r u n s  up and down my s p i n e ' "  ( 5 8 ) .  As C u lv e r  
t h i n k s  o f  t h i s  s t o r y ,  t h o u g h t s  o f  war and memories o f  home a l s o  crowd 
i n t o  h i s  mind.  He s u d d e n ly  f e e l s  " l i k e  Mannix,  u p t u r n e d  d r u n k e n l y  above 
t h e  a b y s s ,  b lo o d  r u s h i n g  t o  h i s  h e a d ,  i n  t e r r o r  c l u t c h i n g  a t  t h e  su b -  
s t a n c e l e s s  n i g h t  . . . "  ( 6 0 ) .  M a n n ix ' s  f r i g h t e n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  San 
F r a n c i s c o  seems t o  be a m e taphor  n o t  o n ly  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  l i f e  i n  the  
Corps b u t  of  l i f e  i n  g e n e r a l .  I t  i s  a l l  to o  f r e q u e n t l y  a c h i l l i n g  and 
t e r r i f y i n g  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  i r r a t i o n a l i t y  and d e a t h .
Trapped i n  a m e a n i n g l e s s ,  a b s u r d  s y s t e m ,  C u lv e r  f e e l s  a s  i f  he 
h a s  been  b a n i s h e d  f o r e v e r  from t h e  Eden ic  p eace  o f  c i v i l i a n  l i f e .  The 
" v a n i s h e d  s i m p l i c i t y  and charm" o f  t h o s e  days  can  now be c a p t u r e d  i n  
"one r e c u r r e n t  v i s i o n "  ( 9 ) .  C u lv e r  s e e s  h i m s e l f ,  h i s  w i f e ,  t h e  baby in  
t h e  c a r r i a g e ,  and t h e i r  b e a g l e  on a Sunday a f t e r n o o n  s t r o l l  i n  t h e  p a r k .  
S in c e  i n  t h i s  v i s i o n  i t  i s  a lways  w i n t e r ,  t h e  c i t y  p o s s e s s e s  " i n  th e  
s o o t y  w h i t e  t a t t e r s  of  a r e c e n t  snow" a q u i e t ,  "Old World calm" ( 9 ) .  
R e t u r n i n g  from t h e s e  w a l k s ,  c o l d  b u t  happy ,  C u lv e r  remembers th e  warmth 
of home, t h e  p e a n u t  b u t t e r  and l i v e r w u r s t  s a n d w ic h e s ,  " t h e  f a m i l i a r  
d e l i g h t  o f  th e  b a b y ' s  g o o d n ig h t  em brace"  ( 1 0 ) ,  and the  music  b e f o r e  
g o in g  t o  s l e e p .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e  music  was p e rh a p s  t h e  most  p l e a s a n t  p a r t  
o f  t h o s e  w i n t e r  e v e n i n g s .  "Some p a s s a g e  from some f o r g o t t e n  Haydn" 
would c a r r y  C u l v e r ' s  t h o u g h t s  " t o  an e a r l i e r ,  u n t r o u b l e d  day a t  th e  end 
o f  c h i l d h o o d .  T h e re ,  l i k e  t u m b l in g  f l o w e r s  a g a i n s t  th e  sunny g r a s s ,  
t h e i r  m o t io n s  as  n im ble  as  t h e  music  i t s e l f ,  two l o v e l y  l i t t l e  g i r l s  
p l a y e d  t e n n i s ,  c a l l e d  t o  him v o i c e l e s s l y ,  as  i n  a dream, and waved t h e i r  
a rms"  ( 1 0 ) .  As W el le s  T. B r a n d r i f f  p o i n t s  o u t ,  e v e r y  i n c i d e n t  in
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C u l v e r ' s  r e v e r i e s  c o n t r a s t s  w i t h  h i s  p r e s e n t  s i t u a t i o n  - -  t h e  warmth 
o f  f a m i l y  v s .  t h e  c o l d ,  im p e r s o n a l  Co rps ;  w i n t e r  i n  t h e  c i t y  v s .  summer 
i n  t h e  boondocks ;  th e  fo rm a l  c o m p o s i t i o n s  o f  Haydn v s .  th e  d i s o r d e r e d ,  
s c r e e c h i n g  of  t h e  m i l i t a r y  r a d i o ;  and a s t r o l l  i n  t h e  p a r k  v s .  a f o r c e d  
h i k e  of  t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s .
C u l v e r ' s  dreams a r e  v e r y  f a r  removed from the  h o r r i b l e  r e a l i t y  
o f  t h e  p r e s e n t .  Now, f a m i l y  and c i v i l i a n  l i f e  seem to  e x i s t  " i n  the 
i n f i n i t e  p a s t  o r ,  d r e a m l i k e  a g a i n ,  n e v e r  a t  a l l . "  The " f reedom ,  g row th ,  
and s e r e n i t y "  (7 )  o f  t h a t  E den ic  t ime have g i v e n  way t o  a n x i e t y ,  e n s l a v e ­
ment,  and d e a t h .  C u lv e r  f e e l s  " u n r e a l  and d i s o r i e n t e d "  ( 3 4 ) ,  " p r o f o u n d ­
l y  a l o n e "  ( 3 5 ) ,  and f i l l e d  " w i th  an a n x i e t y  which would n o t  have been 
p o s s i b l e  s i x  y e a r s  b e f o r e "  ( 3 7 ) .  I n  h i s  own mind,  C u lv e r  i s  a man i n  
h e l l ,  a man f a l l e n  from g r a c e  i n t o  dam n a t io n .
Mannix,  t o o ,  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  he has  been  e x i l e d  from a l l  t h a t  i s  
m e a n in g f u l  o r  good i n  t h e  w o r l d .  L ike  C u l v e r ,  Mannix i s  aware t h a t  
th e y  a r e  now s l a v e s  w i t h i n  a c l o s e d ,  a b s u r d  sy s t e m  and t h a t  a f t e r  t h e i r  
s i x  y e a r s  o f  r e l a t i v e  f reedom ,  C o lo n e l  Tem ple ton  and th e  Corps h o ld  
"an  a b s o l u t e  and u n q u e s t i o n e d  a u t h o r i t y "  o v e r  them ( 1 9 ) .  A l s o ,  Mannix,  
even  more t h a n  C u l v e r ,  has  an  a c u t e  " p e r c e p t i o n  a bou t  t h e i r  renewed 
bondage ,  and a k een  nose  f o r  th e  winds  t h a t  t h r e a t e n e d  t o  blow o u t  of  
the  o p p r e s s i v e  w e a t h e r  o f  t h e i r  s u r r o u n d i n g s  and sweep them a l l  i n t o  
v i o l e n c e "  ( 4 5 ) .  But  u n l i k e  C u l v e r ,  M an n ix ' s  d i s c o n t e n t  w i th  th e  h e l l  
he f i n d s  h i m s e l f  i n  i s  " r o c k l i k e  and r e b e l l i o u s , "  o p e n ly  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  
( 4 5 ) .
"The Role o f  O rde r  and D i s o r d e r  i n  The Long M arch , "  E n g l i s h  
J o u r n a 1 . 56 ( J a n u a r y  1967) ,  56.
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C u lv e r  f i r s t  m ee ts  Mannix th e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  a t  th e  com pulso ry  
l e c t u r e s  on ' " t h e  new am ph ib ious  d o c t r i n e . 1" As soon a s  t h e  C o lo n e l  
who i s  g i v i n g  t h i s  m i l i t a r y  l e c t u r e  t u r n s  o u t  t h e  l i g h t s  i n  th e  room,
Mannix f a l l s  a s l e e p  and b e g i n s  t o  s n o r e .  C u lv e r  wakes him up when th e  
l i g h t s  a r e  t u r n e d  on a g a i n ,  b u t  Mannix im m e d ia te ly  b e g i n s  t o  f l i r t  w i th  
d a n g e r  by making s n i d e  rem arks  d u r i n g  the  C o l o n e l ' s  t a l k .  F i n a l l y ,  when 
t h e  C o lo n e l  a s k s  Mannix " t o  answ er  some g e n e r a l i z e d ,  h y p o t h e t i c a l  q u e s t i o n "  
( 6 ) ,  Mannix s t a n d s  up and f l a t l y  t e l l s  th e  s u p e r i o r  o f f i c e r  t h a t  he 
d o e s n ' t  know the  a n s w e r .  " 'And I ' d  l i k e  t o  r e s p e c t f u l l y  add ,  s i r ,  i f  
I  m i g h t , ' "  c o n t i n u e s  Mannix,  ' " t h a t  t h e r e ' s  h a r d l y  anyone i n  t h i s  room 
who knows t h a t  a n s w e r ,  e i t h e r .  T h e y 'v e  f o r g o t t e n  e v e r y t h i n g  th e y  e v e r  
l e a r n e d  s ev en  y e a r s  a g o .  . . . T h e y ' r e  t o o  o l d .  They s h ou ld  be home 
w i t h  t h e i r  f a m i l y ' "  ( 5 1 ) .  S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  Mannix i s  n o t  c o u r t - m a r t i a l e d  
f o r  h i s  i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n ,  a f a c t  t h a t  makes him o n ly  "more t e n s e ,  more 
e m b i t t e r e d ,  more i n  need t o  s c o u rg e  so m e th in g  - -  h i s  own b o i l i n g  
s p i r i t ,  a u t h o r i t y ,  a n y t h i n g "  ( 5 2 ) .
The f o r c e d  march p r o v i d e s  him w i t h  a chance  t o  r e b e l  a g a i n s t  
h i s  e n s l a v e m e n t  by th e  C o rp s .  He r e a l i z e s  t h a t  an e x i s t e n t i a l  moment 
h a s  come; i f  he i s  t o  redeem h i m s e l f ,  he must  c o n f r o n t  h i s  e x i s t e n c e ,  
a c t  f o r c e f u l l y ,  and r e c l a i m  h i s  i d e n t i t y  a s  a man. To a c c e p t  p a s s i v e l y  
C o lo n e l  T e m p l e t o n ' s  o r d e r  would be t a n t a m o u n t  t o  a c c e p t i n g  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  
t h e  Corps  has  made f o r  him - -  t h a t  of  a non-human,  r o b o t - l i k e ,  f i g h t i n g  
m ach ine .  To Mannix,  t h e  f o r c e d  march becomes a q u e s t  t o  r e c l a i m  h i s  
autonomy as  an  i n d i v i d u a l .
The r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  M ar ine  Corps  and the  man who t r i e s  
t o  keep  Mannix i n  the  r o l e  of  t h e  s l a v e  i s  C o lo n e l  Rocky T em ple ton .  As 
P e t e r  Hays s a y s ,  Tem ple ton  i s  " t h e  embodiment o f  a l l  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  h i s
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community";  he i s  S t y r o n ' s  Grand I n q u i s i t o r  who " r e p r e s e n t s  a sy s t e m  of  
o r d e r  a m i d s t  c h a o s . C o o p e r  Mackin ech o e s  Hays by s a y i n g  t h a t  th e  
C o lo n e l  i s  " an  a l m o s t  im p e r s o n a l  e l e m e n t  o f  i n e x o r a b l e  power ,  th e  power 
t h a t  b e l o n g s  to th e  e s t a b l i s h e d  o r d e r . I n  f a c t ,  Tem ple ton  i s  much l i k e  
an  i m p e r s o n a l  god ,  whose u n i v e r s e  i s  t h e  M ar ine  Corps  and whose laws 
demand an  a b s o l u t e  and u n q u e s t i o n i n g  o b e d i e n c e .
T em ple ton  th e  c o l d ,  g o d - l i k e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and Mannix the  
p a s s i o n a t e  r e b e l  - -  two men who seem t o  be p o l a r  o p p o s i t e s  - -  a r e  b ro u g h t  
t o g e t h e r  u n d e r  th e  c o n d i t i o n s  of  a f o r c e d  march o f  t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s .  A 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n  be tw een  the  two men i s  i n e v i t a b l e .  The c o n f l i c t  b e g i n s  
a s  soon  as  Tem ple ton  g i v e s  t h e  o r d e r  f o r  th e  m arch .  When Mannix 
i n d i r e c t l y  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  wisdom o f  such  an o r d e r ,  the C o l o n e l ,  w i t h  the  
tone  of  a s t e r n  f a t h e r ,  i s  q u i c k  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  the  march i s  f o r  the  
e s p r i t  and u n i t y  o f  th e  e n t i r e  company.  Tha t  Mannix and some o f  h i s  
men t h i n k  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  as  i n d i v i d u a l  r e s e r v i s t s ,  n o t  M a r i n e s ,  i s  
so m e th in g  t h a t  must  be c hange d .  " ' F i r s t  and f o r e m o s t , " '  s a y s  the  
C o lo n e l  t o  Mannix,  " ' t h e y ' r e  m a r i n e s ' "  ( 2 8 ) .  For  an i n s t a n t  a f t e r  the  
C o lo n e l  t e l l s  Mannix t h i s ,  b o th  men a p p e a r  t o  C u lv e r  a s  " c l a s s i c a l  
Greek m asks ,  made o f  chrome o r  t i n ,  r e f l e c t i n g  an  a l m o s t  t h e a t r i c a l  d i s ­
harmony"  ( 2 9 ) .  Mannix ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  th e  mask o f  t r a g e d y ,  f o r  on h i s  
f r i e n d ' s  f a c e  C u lv e r  s e e s  a " lo o k  of  b o th  f u r y  and s u f f e r i n g ,  l i k e  the  
t r a g i c  Greek  mask,  o r  a s h a c k l e d  s l a v e "  ( 3 0 - 3 1 ) .
On the  march i t s e l f  Mannix d e c i d e s  t o  r e b e l  a g a i n s t  the  sy s tem
^"The N a t u r e  of  R e b e l l i o n  i n  The Long M a rc h , "  C r i t i q u e : S t u d i e s  
i n  Modern F i c t i o n . V I I I  ( W i n t e r ,  1 9 6 5 -6 6 ) ,  73.
^Mackin,  pp .  1 2 -13 .
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by g o in g  beyond what  th e  s y s t e m  e x p e c t s .  He and h i s  e n t i r e  company 
w i l l  f i n i s h  t h e  march ,  " n o t , "  a s  C u lv e r  e x p l a i n s ,  " b e c a u s e  th e  h i k e  was 
good o r  even  s e n s i b l e  . . . b u t  o u t  o f  hope o f  t r i u m p h ,  l i k e  a c h a i n -  
gang c o n v i c t  who e n d u r e s  a f l o g g i n g  w i t h o u t  t h e  s l i g h t e s t  whimper,  o n ly  
t o  s p i t e  t h e  f l o g g e r "  ( 7 2 ) .  M a n n ix ' s  r e b e l l i o n  w i l l  t a k e  t h e  form " o f  
p roud  and w i l l f u l  s u b m i s s i o n ,  r e b e l l i o n  i n  r e v e r s e "  ( 7 3 ) .  I n  a c c e p t i n g  
what  he c o n s i d e r s  t o  be t h e  C o l o n e l ' s  c h a l l e n g e  t o  h i s  manhood,  Mannix 
i n t e n d s  t o  p rove  t h a t  he i s  an i n d i v i d u a l  who can  t a k e  even  such  an 
a b s u r d  o r d e a l  as  a f o r c e d  march o f  t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s  and t u r n  i t  i n t o  a 
p e r s o n a l  v i c t o r y .
I n  o r d e r  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  t h i s  " r e b e l l i o n  i n  r e v e r s e "  and redeem 
h i m s e l f ,  Mannix needs  t o  s u s t a i n  h i s  i n n a t e  h a t r e d  o f  th e  C o lo n e l  and 
th e  Corps f o r  t h i r t y - s i x  m i l e s .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  when he d i s c o v e r s  a n a i l  
p e n e t r a t i n g  th e  i n s i d e  l i n i n g  o f  h i s  b o o t ,  he  makes o n ly  a h a l f - h e a r t e d  
e f f o r t  t o  remove i t  b e c a u s e  he knows t h a t  w i t h o u t  some k in d  o f  s h a r p ,  
l o c a l  p a i n ,  w e a r i n e s s  e v e n t u a l l y  would d u l l  h i s  r i g h t e o u s  a n g e r .  By 
th e  t im e  th e  Company has  gone a few m i l e s ,  Mannix i s  l i m p i n g  n o t i c e ­
a b l y ,  and by th e  second  r e s t  s t o p  h i s  h e e l  i s  b r u i s e d  and b l e e d i n g .
S t i l l ,  he does  n o t  remove the  n a i l  o r  s ee  a Corpsman.  T h i s  n a g g i n g  
i n j u r y  f e e d s  h i s  r a g e  and r e m in d s  him c o n s t a n t l y  t h a t  he i s  s t i l l  a 
s l a v e .
I f  h i s  r e v o l t  i s  t o  s u c c e e d ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t h a t  Mannix f o r c e  
h i s  own men t o  a c c e p t  t h e  same c h a l l e n g e  and march the e n t i r e  t h i r t y -  
s i x  m i l e s .  But t o  do t h i s ,  t h e  h e r e t o f o r e  humane Mannix,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  
must  d r i v e  h i s  t r o o p s  l i k e  an o v e r s e e r  does  h i s  s l a v e s .  When some of  th e  
men s t a r t  t o  f a l l  b e h i n d ,  f o r  exam ple ,  he a n g r i l y  y e l l s  a t  them i n  a 
to n e  which  i s  " t e r s e  and v i c i o u s ;  i t  c o u l d  have been the sound o f  a
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s a t r a p  o f  a P h a ro a h ,  a g a l l e y  m a s t e r .  I t  has  the f o r b i d d i n g  q u a l i t y  o f  
a s t r a n d  o f  b a rb e d  w i r e  o r  a l a s h  made o f  t h o r n s "  ( 7 7 ) .  As A ugus t  N ig ro  
s a y s  o f  Mannix,  "His  r e b e l l i o n  i n  r e v e r s e  . . . r i c o c h e t s  on h i s  men and 
he becomes t o  them what  T em ple ton  i s  to  h i m s e l f ;  he becomes th e  f o r c e
g
a g a i n s t  which  he r e b e l s ;  t h e  e n s l a v e r . "
Mannix c o n t i n u e s  t o  b u l l y  h i s  t r o o p s  a l m o s t  e v e r y  s t e p  o f  th e  
way.  Toward t h e  end o f  t h e  m arch ,  he f i n d s  one o f  h i s  men l y i n g  i n  
t h e  weeds and h o l d i n g  up "one b a r e  f o o t ,  where t h e r e  was a b l i s t e r  b i g  
a s  a s i l v e r  d o l l a r  . . . dead l i v i d  w h i t e ,  t h e  c o l o r  o f  a t o a d s t o o l "  
( 1 0 5 ) .  When he o r d e r s  him t o  g e t  up and c o n t i n u e ,  t h e  s o l d i e r  r e p l i e s  
t h a t  he c a n n o t .  Mannix a n g r i l y  r a s p s ,  " 'You c a n , g oddam ni t .  . . .
Y o u ' r e  a M a r i n e ' "  ( 1 0 5 - 1 0 6 ) .  The h i l l b i l l y  s o l d i e r  a n s w e r s ,  " 'Ah may 
be a m a r in e  and a l l  t h a t  b u t  Ah a i n ' t  no goddamn f o o l  . . . ' "  ( 1 0 6 ) .  
Mannix a p p e a r s  on th e  v e r g e  of  s e i z i n g  th e  lame s o l d i e r  and d r a g g i n g  
him t o  h i s  f e e t ,  b u t  C u lv e r  g r a b s  h i s  f r i e n d  and b r i n g s  him back to  
h i s  s e n s e s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  f o r  mos t  o f  th e  march,  Mannix i s  a man i n  a 
r a g e ,  who t e m p o r a r i l y  l o s e s  h i s  hum an i ty  b e c a u se  o f  t h e  way he chooses  
t o  r e b e l .
Though much o f  h i s  r e b e l l i o u s  f u r y  f a l l s  on h i s  own Company, 
p a r t  o f  i t  does  r e a c h  th e  C o l o n e l .  At t h e  s econd  r e s t  s t o p ,  t h e  C o l o n e l ,  
who s e e s  C u lv e r  and Mannix i n s p e c t i n g  th e  l a t t e r ' s  h e e l ,  a s k s  Mannix i f  
he i s  a l l  r i g h t .  When Mannix shows Tem ple ton  h i s  h u r t  f o o t ,  t h e  C o lo n e l  
c a n  e x p r e s s  c o n c e r n  f o r  t h e  o t h e r ' s  i n j u r y  o n ly  i n  a m e c h a n i c a l ,  c o l d  
way. As Tem ple ton  s q u a t s  i n  t h e  sand  " a lm o s t  i n d e c e n t l y  now, s t r o k i n g
g
" The Long M arch : The E x p a n s iv e  Hero i n  a C lo s e d  W o r l d , "  C r i t i q u e : 
S t u d i e s  i n  Modern F i c t i o n , IX ( 1 9 6 7 ) ,  105.
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M a n n ix ' s  f o o t , ” C u lv e r  t h i n k s  t h a t  the  C o lo n e l  "had  to o  long  been  c o n ­
d i t i o n e d  by the  sy s t e m  t o  p e r f o r m  w i t h  g r a c e  a human a c t "  ( 8 9 ) .  Mannix,  
o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  " l a c e r a t e d "  (89)  by t h e  to u c h  o f  th e  C o l o n e l ' s  hand .  
T h e r e f o r e ,  when Tem ple ton  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  he r i d e  back  t o  the P o s t  i n  one 
o f  t h e  t r u c k s ,  Mannix j e r k s  h i s  f o o t  away from t h e  o t h e r ' s  hand and 
f i e r c e l y  s h o u t s ,  " 'N o ,  S i r ! ' "  The C o lo n e l  t e l l s  him t h a t  he w i l l  r e g r e t  
n o t  do in g  s o .  A f t e r  g e t t i n g  up and " l i m p i n g  o f f  toward h i s  company,"  
Mannix a n g r i l y  y e l l s  back  t o  h i s  a d v e r s a r y ,  '"Who c a r e s  what  you t h i n k ' "  
( 9 0 ) .  By r e c k l e s s l y  a s s e r t i n g  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  a g a i n s t  the  C o l o n e l ' s  
c a l l o u s  i n h u m a n i t y ,  Mannix s e e k s  an  open b a t t l e  w i t h  t h i s  r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i v e  of  t h e  s y s tem  which keeps  him e n s l a v e d .  For  the  t ime b e i n g ,  
however ,  t h e  C o lo n e l  r e f u s e s  t o  r e c o g n i z e  Mannix a s  a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  
a M ar ine  who h a s  had a b r i e f  l a p s e  o f  p r o p r i e t y .
F i n a l l y ,  Mannix f o r c e s  th e  C o lo n e l  t o  see  him as  a t  l e a s t  a 
M arine  t o  be r e c k o n e d  w i t h .  With o n ly  s i x  m i l e s  of  t h e  march t o  go,
Mannix and h i s  " s e e d y ,  b e d r a g g l e d  column o f  p e o p l e "  meet  the  C o l o n e l ,  
who has  been  w a i t i n g  f o r  them up th e  r o a d .  A f t e r  w a tc h i n g  M a n n ix ' s  
g r o t e s q u e  l im p ,  Tem ple ton  o r d e r s  him t o  r e t u r n  to  the  P o s t  i n  a t r u c k .  
" 'N o ,  S i r , ' "  Mannix r e p l i e s ,  " ' I ' m  g o in g  t o  make t h i s  m a r c h ' "  ( 1 1 0 ) .
A gain  the  C o lo n e l  o r d e r s  him t o  g e t  i n t o  a t r u c k .  Th i s  t ime Mannix 
r a s p s ,  " ' L i s t e n ,  C o lo n e l  . . . you o r d e r e d  t h i s  goddamn h i k e  and I 'm  
g o in g  t o  walk  i t  even  i f  I  h a v e n ' t  g o t  one goddamn man l e f t .  You can 
c r a p  o u t  y o u r s e l f  f o r  h a l f  th e  march ( 1 1 1 ) .  " ' W a i t  a m i n u t e ,
C a p t a i n ,  now - - '  t h e  C o lo n e l  b l u r t e d  o m in o u s ly .  ' F o r  your  i n f o r m a t i o n  - - ' "  
" 1 Fuck you and your  i n f o r m a t i o n '  s a i d  Mannix i n  a h o a r s e ,  choked v o i c e .
He was a l m o s t  s o b b i n g .  ' I f  you t h i n k  ( 1 1 2 ) .  The C o lo n e l  t o l e r a t e s
no more o f  M a n n ix ' s  i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n .  He p l a c e s  h i s  hand s w i f t l y  on h i s
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p i s t o l  and lo o k s  a t  h i s  a n t a g o n i s t  w i th  eyes  t h a t  a r e  " c o o l  and p a s s i o n ­
a t e  and f o r b i d d i n g "  ( 1 1 2 ) .  Then he t e l l s  Mannix t h a t  he w i l l  be c o u r t -  
m a r t i a l e d  and s e n t  t o  Korea f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s .  S in c e  i n  T e m p l e t o n ' s  
e y e s  "Mannix was no l o n g e r  a s im p le  d o u b t e r  b u t  t h e  h e r e t i c "  ( 1 0 9 ) ,  th e  
C o lo n e l  a s  h i g h  p r i e s t  of  the  Corps p ron o u n ces  anathema upon M an n ix ' s  
s o u l .
That  S t y r o n  i n t e n d e d  The Long March t o  have much w i d e r  i m p l i c a ­
t i o n s  t h a n  a c o n f l i c t  be tween  two d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  o f  men i s  p a r t i a l l y  
i n d i c a t e d  by the  r e l i g i o u s  m e taphor  above .  The r e l i g i o u s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
of  the  march and th e  t h e o l o g i c a l  r o l e s  o f  i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  a l s o  
e v i d e n t  i n  s e v e r a l  o t h e r  s c e n e s .  To C u l v e r ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  C o lo n e l  
lo o k s  a t  t im e s  " l i k e  c e r t a i n  young e c c l e s i a s t i c s ,  p r e m a t u r e l y  aged and 
p e r h a p s  even  w i s e "  ( 1 8 ) .  His  normal demeanor rem inds  C u lv e r  o f  a p r i e s t  
i n  a " d e v o u t ,  o r d e r e d  s t a t e  o f  communion" who shows e m o t io n  o n l y  " from 
a p r i e s t l i k e ,  r e l i g i o u s  f e v o r "  ( 2 9 - 3 0 ) .  "By t h a t  p a s s i o n , "  t h i n k s  
C u l v e r ,  " r e b e l s  a r e  o r d e r e d  i n t o  q u i c k  dam na t ion  b u t  s im p le  d o u b t e r s  
somet imes  f i n d  i n d u l g e n c e  - -  d e p e n d in g  upon the  p r i e s t ,  who may be 
i n c l i n e d  toward  m ercy ,  o r  who i s  one e v e r  r a p t  i n  some l i t a n y  of  p u n i s h ­
ment and c o u r t  m a r t i a l .  The C o lo n e l  was devou t  b u t  i n c l i n e d  toward  
mercy"  ( 3 0 ) .  F i n a l l y ,  when Tem ple ton  comes o v e r  t o  Mannix and C u lv e r  
d u r i n g  th e  r e s t  b r e a k  t o  i n s p e c t  M a n n ix ' s  foo t ,  C u lv e r  t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  
C o lo n e l  does n o t  look  "so  much t h e  s o l d i e r  b u t  t h e  p r i e s t  in  whom 
p a s s i o n  and f a i t h  had made a n  a l l o y ,  a t  l a s t ,  o f  o n ly  t h e  p u r e s t  good 
i n t e n t i o n s ;  above meanness  o r  p e t t y  s p i t e ,  he was l e a d i n g  a march to  
some h u m o r l e s s  s a l v a t i o n "  ( 8 7 - 8 8 ) .  I t  i s  o b v io u s  t h a t  S t y r o n  c h a r a c t e r ­
i z e s  t h e  C o lo n e l  a s  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  l e a d e r  o r  even  d e i t y  of  a sy s t e m  which 
w o r s h i p s  o r d e r ,  e f f i c i e n c y ,  and u n i t y  and damns t h e  f r e e ,  i n d i v i d u a l  man
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as  a d a n g e ro u s  h e r e t i c .
I f  Tem ple ton  i s  a c o l d ,  e f f i c i e n t ,  r e l i g i o u s  p o t e n t a t e ,  t h e n  
Mannix i s  t o  be s e e n ,  i n  p a r t ,  as  a C h r i s t  f i g u r e  who opposes  a l l  
a t t e m p t s  by men t o  c r u s h  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  s p i r i t .  The f i r s t  word C u lv e r  
h e a r s  h i s  f r i e n d  u t t e r  i s ,  ' " J e s u s ' "  ( 1 6 ) ,  a name Mannix r e p e a t s  many 
t im e s  b e f o r e  and d u r i n g  t h e  h i k e .  A l s o ,  h i s  s u f f e r i n g  and h i s  r e f u s a l  
t o  subm i t  b r i n g  t o  mind th e  f i g u r e  o f  C h r i s t  on h i s  f o r c e d  march to  
C a l v a r y .  Fossum even  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a d e l i b e r a t e  p a r a l l e l  b e ­
tween the s t a t i o n s  o f  th e  C ro ss  and the  i n c r e a s i n g  p a i n  Mannix e n d u re s  
f rom th e  n a i l  i n  h i s  b o o t .  Mannix,  Fossum a s s e r t s ,  i s  " an  a l l - t o o -
Q
human ' C h r i s t  on a C r u t c h . ' "
Fossum a l s o  goes  so  f a r  as  t o  enum era te  the  e s s e n t i a l  a s p e c t s
o f  r e l i g i o n  i n  The Long M arch ;
The s p i r i t  o f  t h i s  r e l i g i o n  i s  t h e  famous M ar ine  e s p r i t  de c o r p s : 
i t s  dogma i s  th e  new, th e  g r a n d i o s e  ' a m p h ib io u s  d o c t r i n e ' ;  i t s  i n ­
c a n t a t i o n s  a r e  t h e  g i b b e r i s h  o f  m i l i t a r y  p a s s w o r d s ;  and i t s  
u l t i m a t e  aim i s  t h e  ' g r o u p  d e s t i n y '  o f  v i c t o r y  o v e r  i t s  v e r s i o n  
o f  S a t a n ,  t h e  'A g g r e s s o r  Enem y . ' The i n s t i t u t i o n  s u p p o r t i n g  t h i s  
t h e o l o g y  o f  war i s  t h e  C o rp s .  The rock  on which  i t s  temple  i s  
b u i l t ,  i t s  h ig h  p r i e s t  ( e v e n  p e r h a p s  i t s  god) i s  C o lo n e l  Rocky 
Tem ple ton .  W ear ing  a u n i f o r m  as  v e s t m e n t s  and a gun as  s c e p t e r ,  
the  C o lo n e l  i s  a s  f i l l e d  w i t h  r e l i g i o u s  f e v o r  as  a p r i e s t . 10
Through h i s  im agery  and a l l u s i o n s ,  S t y r o n  a l s o  i d e n t i f i e s  
Mannix (who i s  J e w i s h )  w i t h  a whole l i n e  of  h e r o e s  who have r e b e l l e d  
a g a i n s t  e n f o r c e d  bondage .  A ugus t  N ig ro  compares  Mannix t o  Ahab,  C h r i s t ,  
Old Adam, and even  Old Ben i n  F a u l k n e r ' s  The B e a r . ^  w h i l e  P e t e r  Hays 
p u t s  Mannix i n  "a m y t h o l o g i c a l  and l i t e r a r y  h e r i t a g e  d es cen d e d  from
Fossum, p .  24 .  
10I b i d . . p .  22 .  
^ N i g r o ,  p .  108.
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P ro m e th e u s ,  S a t a n ,  Old Adam, and  J e s u s  - -  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  a l l  o f  indom i-
12t a b l e  w i l l  i n  s p i t e  of  p a i n  and s u f f e r i n g . "  Some o f  N i g r o ' s  and 
H a y s ' s  s p e c i f i c  c o m p a r i s o n s  a p p e a r  t e n u o u s  a t  b e s t ,  b u t  i t  i s  p r o b a b l y  
t r u e ,  as  Hays s a y s ,  t h a t  Mannix "must  be s e e n  n o t  as  j u s t  an i n d i v i d u a l  
r e b e l  b u t  as  a spokesman f o r  th e  w o r th  and human d i g n i t y  o f  a l l  p e o p le  
who have end u red  c e n t u r i e s  o f  p a i n  and p e r s e c u t i o n . " ^
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  o n ly  a p a r t  o f  M a n n ix ' s  n a t u r e  s h o u ld  be i d e n t i f i e d  
w i t h  t h e  n ob le  s u f f e r i n g  o f  men such  as  C h r i s t .  The o t h e r  p a r t  o f  him 
i s  much c l o s e r  t o  " t h e  b a f f l e d  f u r y  o f  some g r e a t  b e a r  c o r n e r e d ,  b loody  
and t o r n "  ( 9 7 ) .  I n d e e d ,  f o r  most  of  t h e  m arch ,  Mannix i s  l i k e  a b e a r  
t h a t  i s  b e i n g  b a i t e d  by th e  i m p e r s o n a l  a u t h o r i t y  of  t h e  C o l o n e l .  I n  
h i s  a n i m a l - l i k e  r a g e ,  which  i s  b o th  p i t i f u l  and comic ,  Mannix s t r i k e s  
o u t  a t  h i m s e l f  and h i s  men. He becomes more f a n a t i c a l ,  more d e s t r u c t i v e  
t h a n  Tem ple ton ;  he t e m p o r a r i l y  l o s e s  h i s  hu m a n i ty  and becomes n o t  a 
s a i n t l y  b u t  an a b s u r d  h e r o .
T h i s  a b s u r d  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  r o l e  i s  e v i d e n t  when Mannix i s  t o l d  
t h a t  the  C o lo n e l  has  t i r e d  and i s  no l o n g e r  m a rc h in g .  F r a n t i c a l l y  
t r y i n g  t o  g e t  h i s  men o u t  o f  th e  t r u c k s  and back  o n to  t h e i r  f e e t  so  
t h a t  t h e y  can  f i n i s h  t h e  m arc h ,  "He lunged  fo rw a rd  o n t o  t h e  ro a d  w i t h  
a w i l d  to rm e n te d  b e l l o w .  'Hey ,  you p e o p l e ,  g e t  o f f  t h a t  goddam t r u c k ! ' 
He s p r a n g  i n t o  th e  d u s t  w i t h  h o b b le d  l e g  and f u r i o u s  f l a i l i n g  arm s .
By h i s  deep s w in g in g  g a i t ,  h i s  t e r r i b l e  l im p ,  he looked  no more c a p a b l e  
o f  l o c o m o t io n  t h a n  a w h e e l - c h a i r  i n v a l i d ,  and i t  would  have  been funny
Hays,  p .  74.  A lso  s e e  Eugene McNamara, " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  Long 
M a rc h : A b s u r d i t y  and A u t h o r i t y , "  W e s te rn  H u m a n i t i e s  Review,  XV (1 9 6 1 ) ,  
2 6 7 -7 2 .
13 I b i d . ,  p. 73.
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had i t  n o t  seemed a t  t h e  same t ime so  f u l l  o f  t h r e a t  and d i s a s t e r "  
( 9 7 - 9 8 ) .
C u lv e r  a l s o  u n d e r s c o r e s  t h e  a b s u r d i t y  of  Mannix t h ro u g h  th e  
" c r a z y  c i n e m a t i c  t a p e ,  c h a o s ,  v a g r a n t  j i g s a w  im ages"  which  dance  i n  h i s  
mind.  He somehow a s s o c i a t e s  M a n n ix ' s  v o i c e ,  t h e  m arch ,  and the l a n d ­
scape  w i t h  "a c a r n i v a l  t e n t "  ( 1 0 3 ) .  And a s  he w a tc h e s  Mannix s u f f e r  
th r o u g h  th e  l a s t  few m i l e s  o f  t h e  march ,  C u lv e r  t h i n k s  t h a t  " i t  was 
i m p o s s i b l e  t o  imagine  such  a d i s t o r t e d  f a c e ;  i t  was th e  p a i n t e d ,  s u f f e r ­
i n g  f a c e  of  a c lown,  and the  h e a v i n g  g a i t  was a g r o t e s q u e  and i n d e c e n t  
p a ro d y  o f  a h o p e l e s s  c r i p p l e ,  w i t h  s h o u l d e r s  g y r a t i n g  l i k e  a seesaw and 
w i t h  f l a p p i n g ,  s t r i c k e n  a rms"  ( 1 1 4 ) .
D ur ing  the  march ,  Mannix i s  b o th  s l a v e  and e n s l a v e r ,  b o th  s a i n t  
and c lown.  The q u e s t i o n  i s ,  does  h i s  " r e b e l l i o n  i n  r e v e r s e "  redeem him? 
I n  t h e  end ,  does  Mannix g a i n  f a i t h  i n  h i m s e l f  o r  i n  s o m e th in g  beyond 
s e l f  which  makes l i f e  m e a n in g f u l  o r  which j u s t i f i e s  t h e  agony he has  
b o th  s u f f e r e d  and i n f l i c t e d ?  How one answ ers  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  depends  i n  
p a r t  on how he i n t e r p r e t s  the  f i n a l  s c e n e  o f  th e  n o v e l l a .  Hav ing  com­
p l e t e d  t h e  m arch ,  C u lv e r  f i r s t  l i e s  r e s t l e s s l y  i n  h i s  b ed ,  b u t  r e a l i z ­
in g  t h a t  he i s  t o o  t i r e d  t o  s l e e p ,  he g i n g e r l y  low ers  h i m s e l f  o u t  o f  
h i s  bunk and f i n d s  a c h a i r  n e a r  t h e  window. Below him, o b l i v i o u s  t o  
t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  human s u f f e r i n g ,  t h e  w ives  o f  t h e  o f f i c e r s  swim and 
c h a t t e r  w i t h  one a n o t h e r  i n  t h e  l a t e  a f t e r n o o n  s u n .  L e t t i n g  h i s  head  
f a l l  on h i s  arm, C u lv e r  remembers t h e  e i g h t  s o l d i e r s  who were k i l l e d  
e a r l i e r  th e  day b e f o r e  and  wonders  w h e t h e r  t h e y  a r e  n o t  b e t t e r  o f f  t h a n  
t h e  l i v i n g :
Sudden ly  C u lv e r  f e l t  a deep  v a s t  h u n g e r  f o r  s o m e th in g  he c o u l d  n o t  
e x p l a i n ,  n o r  e v e r  c o u ld  remember h av in g  known q u i t e  so  a c h i n g l y  
b e f o r e .  He o n l y  f e l t  t h a t  a l l  h i s  l i f e  he had  y e a r n e d  f o r  s o m e th ing
55
t h a t  was as  f l e e t i n g  and as  inc om m unicab le ,  i n  i t s  b e a u t y ,  a s  t h a t  
one b a r  o f  mus ic  remembered ,  o r  t h o s e  l o v e l y  l i t t l e  g i r l s  w i t h  t h e i r  
e v e r y  j o y f u l ,  e v e r  s p r i g h t l y  dance  on some f a r  f a n t a s t i c  lawn - -  
s e r e n i t y ,  a q u a l i t y  of  r e p o s e  - -  he c o u ld  n o t  c a l l  i t  by name, b u t  
o n ly  knew t h a t ,  somehow, i t  had a lways  e s c a p e d  him. As he  s a t  t h e r e ,  
w i t h  th e  h u n g e r  g row ing  and b lo s s o m in g  w i t h i n  him, he f e l t  t h a t  he 
had h a r d l y  e v e r  known a t ime i n  h i s  l i f e  when he was n o t  m arch ing  
o r  s i c k  w i th  l o n e l i n e s s  o r  a f r a i d  ( 1 1 6 - 1 7 ) .
C u l v e r ' s  r e d e m p t i v e  l o n g i n g s  a r e  u n f u l f i l l e d  b e c a u s e ,  as  he 
a d m i t s  t o  h i m s e l f  d u r i n g  th e  march;  "He was n o t  i n d e p e n d e n t  enough ,  
n o r  p o s s e s s e d  o f  enough f r e e  w i l l ,  was n o t  man enough t o  s a y ,  t o  h e l l  
w i t h  i t  and c r a p  o u t  h i m s e l f ;  t h a t  he was n o t  man enough t o  di savow a l l  
h i s  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  and e n d u ra n c e  and s u f f e r i n g ,  c a s h  i n  h i s  c h i p s ,  and by 
th e  a c t  f l a u n t  h i s  con tem pt  of  t h e  march ,  the  C o l o n e l ,  the  whole b lo o d y  
Mar ine Corps"  ( 1 0 2 ) .  I n s t e a d  o f  q u i t t i n g ,  C u lv e r  c o m p le t e s  t h e  march 
f o r  much th e  same r e a s o n  Mannix does - -  p r i d e .  But now he seems to  
r e a l i z e  t h a t  w i t h i n  t h e  sy s t e m  such  p r i d e  i s  f u t i l e  and r e s u l t s  o n ly  in  
s e l f - f l a g e l l a t i o n .  C o lo n e l  Temple ton  and th e  sy s t e m  j u s t  do n o t  c a r e ,  
do n o t  r e c o g n i z e  c o n t e m p tu o u s ,  i n d i v i d u a l  e x p r e s s i o n s  o f  t h i s  k i n d .  As 
C u lv e r  s a y s  o f  M a n n ix ' s  a t t e m p t  t o  engage  th e  C o lo n e l  i n  a p e r s o n a l  
b a t t l e :  " C o u l d n ' t  he s e e ?  That  t h e  C o lo n e l  d i d n ' t  c a r e  and t h a t  was
t h a t ?  Tha t  w i t h  him th e  h i k e  had n o t h i n g  t o  do w i t h  c o u rag e  o r  s a c r i ­
f i c e  o r  s u f f e r i n g ,  b u t  was o n ly  a t a s k  t o  be p e r fo rm e d  . . . and t h a t  
he was as  f a r  removed from th e  v u l g a r  b a t t l e ,  t h e  c o m p e t i t i o n ,  which 
Mannix t r i e d  t o  promote  a s  th e  f r o z e n ,  r e m o t e s t  s t a r s .  He j u s t  d i d n ' t  
c a r e "  ( 1 1 1 ) .  L o u i s e  G o s s e t t  comments t h a t  " v i o l e n c e  which migh t  once 
have had meaning a s  t h e  a t t e m p t  of  man t o  j u s t i f y  h i m s e l f  i s  now an 
a b s u r d  e x p e n d i t u r e  o f  e n e r g y  and n e r v e .  . . . The p r i v a t e  r e b e l l i o n  
. . . m e re ly  m u t i l a t e s  the  r e b e l .
14G o sse t t ,  p.  121.
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I f  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  C u l v e r ' s  dreams o f  s a l v a t i o n  a lways  p a l e  
b e f o r e  the  r e a l i t i e s  o f  p a i n ,  s i c k n e s s ,  l o n e l i n e s s ,  o r  f e a r ,  i s  i t  n e c e s ­
s a r i l y  t r u e  i n  M a n n ix ' s  c a s e ?  Some c r i t i c s  t h i n k  n o t .  Marc L. R a t n e r ,  
f o r  exam ple ,  s ay s  t h a t  M a n n ix ' s  r e b e l l i o n  i s  a " r e d e m p t iv e  a c t "  b e c a u se  
he e n d u re s  the  pun ishm e n t  o f  th e  f o r c e d  marc h ,  d e f i a n t  t i l l  the  end .  
"Through the  p u r g a t o r y  o f  s u f f e r i n g , "  c o n t i n u e s  R a t n e r ,  "he d i s c o v e r s  
the  e v i l s  o f  t h e  ' s y s t e m *  in  h i m s e l f ,  c u t s  th r o u g h  h i s  s e I f - i l l u s i o n s , 
and e x o r c i s e s  h i s  d e v i l s  t o  become a m a tu re  p e r s o n . " ^  Shaun O 'C o n n e l l  
l i k e w i s e  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  Mannix i s  redeemed b e c a u s e ,  u n l i k e  th e  L o f t i s e s ,  
he  i s  a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h i s  p r e d i c a m e n t  and r e s i s t .  "He does  n o t  p lunge  
naked  from a h ig h  b u i l d i n g  as  d i d  P e y t o n ,  b u t  l e a r n s  from h i s  v i s i o n  of  
D e a th .  He ends  w i t h  s c a r s  b u t  a l s o  w i t h  u n d e r s t a n d i n g . " ^
I t  seems t o  me t h a t  c r i t i c s  such  as  R a t n e r  and O 'C o n n e l l  p e rh a p s  
f a i l  t o  make an i m p o r t a n t  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tw ee n  h e r o i s m  and r e d e m p t io n .  
Mannix i s  a h e r o ,  though  n o t  in  a c l a s s i c a l  s e n s e ,  b e c a u s e ,  a s  Fossum 
i n d i c a t e s ,  " H i s t o r y  . . . h a s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  awarded the  r o l e  o f  h e r o  to  
th e  man who p r e f e r s  s u f f e r i n g  t o  s u b m i s s i o n . " ^  But a man can  s u f f e r  
w i t h o u t  b e i n g  redeemed.  The t e s t  i s  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  the  s u f f e r i n g  g i v e s  
one f a i t h  in  s e l f  o r  i n  s o m e th in g  beyond s e l f  which  makes l i f e  m ean ing ­
f u l .  I n  M a n n ix ' s  c a s e ,  t h e r e  seems t o  be no e v i d e n c e  t o  p rove  t h a t  he 
has  done a n y t h i n g  more th a n  e n d u re  w i t h  c on tem p t  a f l o g g i n g  by th e  
s y s t e m .
"*"The Rebel  P u rg e d :  S t y r o n ' s  The Long M a rc h , "  The A r l i n g t o n  
Q u a r t e r l y . I I  (Autumn, 1969) ,  42 .
^ " E x p e n s e  o f  S p i r i t :  The V i s i o n  o f  W i l l i a m , "  C r i t i q u e : S t u d i e s  
i n  Modern F i c t i o n . V I I I  ( W i n t e r ,  1 9 6 5 -6 6 ) ,  27 .
^ F o s s u m ,  p .  23.
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Mannix i s  n o t  a b l e  t o  f o r g e  f o r  h i m s e l f  an a u t h e n t i c ,  f r e e  
e x i s t e n c e  b e c a u s e  he works  w i t h i n  t h e  s y s t e m  and a d o p t s  th e  methods 
and the  v a l u e s  o f  t h a t  s y s tem  f o r  a c o m p l e t e l y  a n t i t h e t i c a l  p u r p o s e .
I t  seems i m p o s s i b l e  t o  suppose  t h a t  t y r a n n i c a l  a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m ,  a t o t a l  
d e d i c a t i o n  to  a g roup g o a l ,  and a t o t a l  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  i n d i v i d u a l  s u f f e r ­
in g  cou ld  p roduce  f reedom i n  any shape  o r  form. Y e t ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  Mannix 
t e m p o r a r i l y  a c c e p t s  t h e s e  v e r y  same v a l u e s  o f  the  sy s t e m  he w i s h e s  to  
d e f e a t .
At the  v e r y  end o f  the  n o v e l l a ,  we w i t n e s s  n o t  a redeemed man, 
b u t  a man who a lm o s t  has  been  chewed t o  p i e c e s  by the  s y s t e m .  As s e e n  
th ro u g h  C u l v e r ' s  e y e s ,  Mannix s lo w ly  makes h i s  way t o  t h e  shower ,  " c l a w ­
in g  a t  th e  w a l l  f o r  s u p p o r t ,  h i s  f a c e  w i t h  i t s  c l e n c h e d  eyes  and t a u t ,  
drawn-down mouth was one of  t o r t u r e d  and g i g a n t i c  s u f f e r i n g .  The 
s w e l l i n g  a t  h i s  a n k l e  was t h e  s i z e  o f  a g r a p e f r u i t ,  an u g l y  b l u e ,  and 
t h i s  l e g  he d ra g g e d  b e h in d  him, a dead w e i g h t  no l o n g e r  c a p a b l e  of  
m o t io n "  ( 1 1 9 ) .  C u lv e r  s t a r t s  t o  h e l p  h i s  f r i e n d  b u t  s t o p s  when one of  
the  Negro maids  who h a s  b een  c l e a n i n g  th e  O f f i c e r ' s  Q u a r t e r s  c r o s s e s  
M a n n ix ' s  p a t h  and s a y s ,  " 'Oh  my, you poor  man. What you been  d o in ?
Do i t  h u r t ?  . . . Oh, I  b e t  i t  d o e s .  Deed i t  d o e s . " '  T h i s  u n e x p e c t e d  
d i s p l a y  o f  human sympathy i n  a w o r ld  which  seemed dev o id  o f  a l l  b u t  
c a l l o u s ,  im p e r s o n a l  s t r i f e  seems t o  p u t  M a n n ix ' s  r e b e l l i o n  i n  r e v e r s e  
i n  p e r s p e c t i v e  f o r  him. U ndoub ted ly  r e a l i z i n g  th e  d ic h o to m o u s ,  s a i n t -  
clown, r e b e l - e n s l a v e r  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  own n a t u r e ,  Mannix g i v e s  th e  woman 
"a s o u r ,  a p o l o g e t i c  s m i l e "  and r e p l i e s  to  h e r  " w i th  t n e  cone o f  a man 
who, h a v i n g  e n d u re d  and l a s t e d ,  was t o o  weary  t o  t e l l  h e r  a n y t h i n g  b u t  
what  was t r u e .  'Deed i t  d o e s ' "  ( 1 2 0 ) .
S t y r o n  a p p e a r s  t o  be im p ly in g  i n  The Long March t h a t  modern
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man i s  h o p e l e s s l y  t r a p p e d  i n  a w o r ld  which d e n i e s  him th e  r i g h t  t o  an 
i n d i v i d u a l  i d e n t i t y .  As C u lv e r  t h i n k s  t o  h i m s e l f  a t  one p o i n t  i n  th e  
march,  th e  o n ly  way t o  b e a t  t h e  sy s tem  i s  to  be c o m p l e t e l y  i n d i f f e r e n t  
to  i t ,  " t o  d isavow  a l l  . . . d e t e r m i n a t i o n  and e n d u ra n c e  and s u f f e r i n g "  
( 1 0 2 ) .  But  s i n c e  most  men c a n n o t  be so s t o i c a l ,  t h e y  must  be e i t h e r  
r o b o t - l i k e  p a r t s  o f  t h e  s y s t e m  (men such  a s  S e r g e a n t  O 'L e a ry  and Major 
L aw ren ce ) ;  u n w i l l i n g  p a r t i c i p a n t s  who n e v e r t h e l e s s  c o o p e r a t e  w i t h  th e  
sy s tem  b e c a u s e  th e y  a r e  a f r a i d  t o  a c t  (men such  as  C u l v e r ) ;  o r  r e b e l s  
who a r e  c o l d l y  and i m p e r s o n a l l y  c r u c i f i e d  by i t  (men such  as  M annix ) .
P e r h a p s  one o f  C u l v e r ' s  t h o u g h t s  b e s t  e x p r e s s e s  S t y r o n ' s  
p e s s i m i s t i c  view of  e x i s t e n c e  a t  th e  t ime he w ro te  The Long M arch .
C u lv e r  h a s  j u s t  r e s t r a i n e d  Mannix from a s s a u l t i n g  th e  h i l l b i l l y  s o l d i e r  
who r e f u s e d  to  march a n o t h e r  s t e p .  Sudden ly  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  in  h i s  an g e r  
and h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  he has  t u r n e d  i n t o  a k in d  o f  demonic Temple ton ,  
Mannix mumbles t o  C u lv e r  s o m e th in g  " i n c o h e r e n t  and touc hed  w i th  g r i e f "  
(106)  and l imps  away.  As C u l v e r  w a tche s  h i s  c r i p p l e d  f r i e n d ,  he c a t c h e s  
s i g h t  o f  the  C o l o n e l ,  who has  b een  e y e i n g  Mannix a l l  the  w h i l e .
" C u l v e r ' s  s p i r i t  s ank  l i k e  a r o c k , "  and he t h i n k s ,  "You j u s t  c o u l d n ' t  
w in .  Goddam" ( 1 0 7 ) .
CHAPTER I I I
CASS KINSOLVING1S "HANDMADE HELL"
'How w i l l  I  e v e r  f o r g i v e  m y s e l f ,  f o r  a l l  
the  t h i n g s  I ' v e  d o n e ? " '  - -  Cass  K i n s o l v i n g
S e t  Th i s  House on F i r e  (1960)  i s  p r i m a r i l y  the  s t o r y  o f  Cass 
K i n s o l v i n g ' s  q u e s t  f o r  r e d e m p t i o n .  "Trapped  by t e r r o r ,  t r a p p e d  by b ooze ,  
t r a p p e d  by s e l f , "  (54 )  K i n s o l v i n g  i s  an  a r t i s t  who c a n n o t  p a i n t ,  a 
f a t h e r  who c a n n o t  l o v e ,  and an American  ( s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a S o u t h e r n e r )  
who can n o t  f i n d  a s p i r i t u a l  home. S e l f -d a m n e d  and u t t e r l y  m i s e r a b l e ,
Cass s e a r c h e s  i n  Europe  f o r  a f a i t h  he c a n n o t  f i n d  in  Amer ic a ,  a f a i t h  
which  w i l l  make h i s  l i f e  m e a n i n g f u l .  Fo r  most  o f  the  n o v e l ,  however ,  
he can d i s c o v e r  n o t h i n g  t h a t  w i l l  d e l i v e r  him from what  K i e r k e g a a r d  
c a l l s  the  " s i c k n e s s  u n t o  d e a t h . L i k e  M i l t o n  L o f t i s ,  he i s  a b l e  to  
f a c e  l i f e  o n l y  th ro u g h  the  so u l -n u m b in g  co n s u m p t io n  of  a l c o h o l ,  though 
C a s s ' s  d r i n k i n g  b o u t s  make M i l t o n ' s  look  tame by c o m p ar i s o n .
S t y r o n ' s  c o n c e r n  in  S e t  T h i s  House on F i r e  w i th  the  t e r r o r s  
e x p e r i e n c e d  by a f a i t h l e s s  man who s t r u g g l e s  f o r  r e d e m p t io n  i s  p a r t i a l l y  
r e v e a l e d  by th e  p a s s a g e  from D onne ' s  sermon "To th e  E a r l e  o f  C a r l i l e ,  
and h i s  Company, a t  S io n "  which p r e f a c e s  t h e  n o v e l .  Donne s a y s  t h a t  
a man s e c l u d e d  from God i s  "a m i s e r a b l e ,  and a b a n i s h e d ,  and a damned
See Lewis Lawson,  "Cass K i n s o l v i n g :  K i e r k e g a a r d i a n  Man of  
D e s p a i r , " W is c o n s in  S t u d i e s  i n  Con tem pora ry  L i t e r a t u r e . 3 ( F a l l ,  1962) ,  
5 4 -6 6 .
59
60
c r e a t u r e "  who can  n e i t h e r  d i e  n o r  l i v e  b u t  " t h a t  God, who when he c o u ld  
n o t  g e t  i n t o  me, by s t a n d i n g ,  and k n o c k i n g ,  by h i s  o r d i n a r y  meanes of  
e n t r i n g ,  by h i s  Word, h i s  m e r c i e s ,  h a t h  a p p l i e d  h i s  ju d g m e n ts ,  and 
shaked  th e  h o u s e ,  t h i s  body,  w i th  agues  and p a l s i e s ,  and s e t  t h i s  house  
on f i r e ,  w i t h  f e v e r s  and c a l e n t u r e s ,  and f r i g h t e d  t h e  m a s t e r  o f  th e  
h o u s e ,  my s o u l e ,  w i t h  h o r r o r s ,  and heavy  a p p r e h e n s i o n s ,  and so  made an 
e n t r a n c e  i n t o  me ."  "As i t s  m o t to  from Donne i n d i c a t e s , "  s ay s  R o b e r t  
Fossum, " S e t  Th i s  House on F i r e  i s  an a p o c a l y p t i c  p i c t u r e  o f  th e  w o r ld  
as  p u r g a t o r y ,  o f  man as  the  t o rm e n te d  i n h a b i t a n t  of  a f i r e y  house  i n  
which  he s t r u g g l e s  to  a t t a i n  r e d e m p t i o n  and a g l im p s e  o f  God."
Most o f  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  a c t i o n  i n  the  n o v e l  t a k e s  p l a c e  d u r i n g  
a t w e n t y - f o u r  hour  p e r i o d  i n  Sambuco,  I t a l y ,  b u t  t h e s e  e v e n t s  a r e  r e ­
c a l l e d  by Cass and h i s  f r i e n d  P e t e r  L e v e r e t t  two y e a r s  a f t e r w a r d  as 
t h e y  f i s h  t o g e t h e r  i n  South  C a r o l i n a .  Both men s t i l l  do n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  
f u l l y  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  t r a g e d y  i n  Sambuco,  e s p e c i a l l y  L e v e r e t t ,  
who t h i n k s  t h a t  t h a t  f a t e f u l  day somehow h o l d s  t h e  answ er  t o  q u e s t i o n s  
o f  who he i s  and where he i s  g o i n g .  " E s t r a n g e d  from m y s e l f  and from 
my t i m e , "  P e t e r  t h i n k s ,  " d w e l l i n g  n e i t h e r  i n  t h e  d e s t r o y e d  p a s t  n o r  in  
t h e  f a n t a s t i c  and i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e  p r e s e n t ,  I  knew t h a t  I  mus t  f i n d  the  
answer  t o  a t  l e a s t  s e v e r a l  t h i n g s  b e f o r e  t a k i n g  h o l d  o f  m y s e l f  and 
g e t t i n g  on w i t h  t h e  j o b " £ a s  a law yer  i n  New York City^] ( 1 8 - 1 9 ) .  He 
t h e r e f o r e  goes  t o  s ee  Cass i n  S ou th  C a r o l i n a ,  " i n  t h e  h o p e , "  s ay s  
Fossum, " t h a t  by p e n e t r a t i n g  the  p a s t  he can  come t o  t e rm s  w i t h  t h e
3
p r e s e n t . "  T o g e t h e r ,  t h e y  t r y  t o  a s s e s s  t h e i r  m ora l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
Fossum, p.  26.  
3 I b i d . . p .  2 7
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f o r  t h i s  v i o l e n c e  and t h e r e b y  g iv e  o r d e r  and meaning  to  a p a s t  (and 
c o n s e q u e n t l y  t o  th e  p r e s e n t )  which seems c h a o t i c  and f r a g m e n t e d .
As so  many o f  F a u l k n e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  d i s c o v e r ,  K i n s o l v i n g  and 
L e v e r e t t  l e a r n  t h a t  t h e  key  t o  a m a n 's  p r e s e n t  p r e d i c a m e n t  l i e s  f a r t h e r  
back  i n  t im e  t h a n  he a t  f i r s t  t h o u g h t  p o s s i b l e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e y  a r e  
f o r c e d  to  r e c a l l  some o f  t h e i r  memories  o f  c h i l d h o o d  and a d o l e s c e n c e  
in  o r d e r  t o  p l a c e  th e  e v e n t s  i n  Sambuco,  and t h e i r  l i v e s  in  g e n e r a l ,  
i n t o  some s o r t  o f  m e a n in g f u l  p e r s p e c t i v e .
When we examine t h e i r  boyhood w o r l d s ,  we f i n d  a S ou th  o f  much
b e a u t y  and s u b s t a n c e ,  c e r t a i n l y  no G arden  o f  Eden ,  b u t  a f a r  c r y  from
th e  modern South  o f  the  p o s t - K o r e a n  War. Once a p l e a s a n t ,  q u i e t ,
s h i p b u i l d i n g  community,  L e v e r e t t ' s  home town o f  P o r t  Warwick,  V i r g i n i a ,
i s  now a v a s t  " s t r e a m l i n e d  and c lo w n i sh  l o o k i n g "  m e t r o p o l i s  ( 1 0 ) .  "As
a b o y , "  s ays  P e t e r ,
I  had known i t s  g e n t l e  s e a s i d e  charm, and had s m e l l e d  th e  ocea n  
w ind ,  and had l o l l e d  u n d e r n e a t h  q u a i n t  m a g n o l i a s  and had w a tched  
s t r e a k e d  and d in g y  f r e i g h t e r s  p u t t i n g  o u t  t o  s e a ,  an d ,  i n  s h o r t ,  
had shaken  lo o s e  f o r  m y s e l f  t h e  t o w n ' s  own p e c u l i a r  romance .
Now th e  m a g n o l i a s  had  been  hacked  down t o  make room f o r  a h ighway 
a l o n g  t h e  s h o r e ;  t h e r e  were n o i s y  s h o p p in g  p l a z a s  e v e r y w h e r e ,  b lu e  
w i t h  e x h a u s t  and rimmed w i th  s u p e r m a r k e t s ;  t e l e v i s i o n  r o o s t e d  upon 
a c r e  a f t e r  a c r e  o f  s p l i t - l e v e l  r o o f t o p s  a n d ,  a l m o s t  w o r s t  o f  a l l ,  
the  f e r r y b o a t s  t o  N o r f o l k ,  th o s e  l o w - s l u n g  s m o k e - b e l c h in g  t u b s  
which  had a lw ays  p o s s e s s e d  t h e i r  own in c o m p a ra b le  dumpy g la m our ,  
were  gone ,  r e p l a c e d  by a Y a n k e e - b u i l t  v e h i c u l a r  t u n n e l  which  poked 
i t s  f o u l  w h i t e  s n o u t  two m i l e s  b e n e a t h  t h e  mud o f  Hampton Roads .  
H e c t i c  and h u s t l i n g ,  t h r o b b i n g  w i t h  p r o s p e r i t y ,  f i l l e d  w i t h  nomads 
and th e  r o o t l e s s  and th e  u p r o o t e d  . . . t h e  town seemed as  some 
p l a c e  on the  o r d e r  o f  B r i d g e p o r t  o r  Yonkers  ( 1 0 ) .
P e t e r  a l s o  remembers t h e  b e a u t i f u l ,  g r a s s y  f i e l d  t h a t  once had 
been  down by th e  James R i v e r ,  where  he and h i s  f r i e n d s  would p l a y  b a s e ­
b a l l ,  buy p e a n u t s  and dev i led  c r a b s  from o l d  Negro  men, and l a t e r  i n  
t h e  e v e n i n g ,  w a tch  young l o v e r s  w a lk  " b e n e a t h  t h e  t r e e s  t o  th e  sound 
of  sycamore  b a l l s  p l o p p i n g  e a r t h w a r d  i n  the  s t i l l n e s s  and th e  w h i s t l e
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o f  a f r e i g h t e r  s e a w a r d - b o r n e  i n  th e  d a r k "  ( 1 1 ) .  Now, i n s t e a d  o f  a 
r i v e r - s i d e  p l a y g r o u n d ,  L e v e r e t t  f i n d s  "a s n a r l i n g  Greyhound bus  s t a t i o n  
and a c u r i o u s  s q u a t  l o z e n g e - s h a p e d  b u i l d i n g ,  g r e e n l y  t i l e d ,  whose 
o c c u p a n t s  numbered among them a c h i r o p o d i s t ,  a l a y  a n a l y s t  and - -  of  
a l l  t h i n g s  t o  t e l l  a b o u t  t h e  f a d i n g  South  - -  an o f f i c e  f u l l  o f  p u b l i c -  
r e l a t i o n s  c o u n s e l o r s ,  o r  c o n s u l t a n t s "  ( 1 1 ) .
P e t e r  f i n d s  h i m s e l f  i n  a South  which  h a s  become j u s t  a s  u g l y  
and j u s t  as  f a c e l e s s  a s  any c i t y  i n  the  N o r th .  And n o t  o n l y  have  the  
m a g n i f i c i e n t  o ld  m a g n o l i a s  and  elms been  f e l l e d  t o  make way f o r  such  
t h i n g s  a s  " l a u n d r o m a t s  and S e r v u r - S e l f s  and Howard J o h n s o n s "  ( 1 1 ) ,  
t h e  few men who c a r e d  a b o u t  t h i n g s  o f  the  s p i r i t  o r  the  s o u l  have  b een  
r e p l a c e d  by a wave o f  b i g - h o g  m a t e r i a l i s t s  who have n e v e r  r e a d  a book 
i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  and who, a s  L e v e r e t t ' s  f a t h e r  s a y s ,  "go w h o r in g  o f f  
a f t e r  f a l s e  g o d s ,  and th e  f o u r t h  o r  f i f t h  b e s t  i s  b e s t ,  and newness 
and s l i c k n e s s  and t h r i l l s  a r e  a l l "  ( 1 2 ) .  The South  and America  a r e  
f a l l e n  s o c i e t i e s  b e c a u se  men a r e  no l o n g e r  c o m p a s s i o n a t e  human b e i n g s ,  
b u t  "a bunch o f  smug c o n t e n t e d  hogs  r o o t i n g  a t  t h e  t r o u g h .  C ip h e r s  
w i t h o u t  mind o r  s o u l  o r  h e a r t "  ( 1 3 ) .
The " e p i to m e  of  t h i s  w arped  and i n f a n t i l e  c u l t u r e "  i s  Mason 
F l a g g .  Though he c a l l s  h i m s e l f  " u n s w e r v i n g l y  modern"  ( 1 5 9 ) ,  he i s  r e a l l y  
more a p r o t o t y p e  o f  t h e  f o r t h c o m i n g  A m er ican .  As Cass s a y s ,  he i s  
" f u t u r e ' s  d a r l i n g , "  a man " u n a c q u a i n t e d  e i t h e r  w i t h  so r row  o r  j o y "
( 1 8 4 ) .  His  knowledge i s  d i v o r c e d  from wisdom, h i s  sex  from l o v e ,  and 
l i f e  i n  g e n e r a l  f rom a l l  m o r a l i t y .  I n  f a c t ,  he seems t o  be a new l i f e  
form:
I t  was a s  i f  he was h a r d l y  a man a t  a l l ,  b u t  a c r e a t u r e  from a d i f ­
f e r e n t  r a c e  who had  t a k e n  on t h e  d i s g u i s e  o f  a man . . .  a c r e a t u r e  
so s t r a n g e ,  so new - -  so  rem o te  from t h e  d e p t h s  o f  yo u r  own e x p e r i e n c e ,
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your  own l i f e ,  your  own p a s t  - -  t h a t  t h e r e  were  t im e s  when you 
looked  a t  him w i t h  your  mouth w id e - o p e n ,  i n  awe,  w o n d e r in g  t h a t  
you c o u l d  communica te w i th  each  o t h e r  a t  a l l .  F o r  him t h e r e  was 
no h i s t o r y ,  o r ,  i f  t h e r e  was ,  i t  b egan  on th e  day he was b o r n .  
B e fo re  t h a t  t h e r e  was n o t h i n g ,  and o u t  of  n o t h i n g  s p r a n g  t h i s  
c r e a t u r e ,  commit ted  t o  n o t h i n g n e s s  b e c a u s e  o f  the  n o t h i n g n e s s  t h a t  
in fo rm ed  a l l  t im e  b e f o r e  and a f t e r  th e  ho u r  o f  h i s  b i r t h  ( 4 4 6 ) .
L e v e r e t t  f i r s t  m ee ts  F l a g g  a t  S t .  Andrews,  an E p i s c o p a l  p re p  
s c h o o l  s e t  b u c o l i c a l l y  i n  the  V i r g i n i a  T i d e l a n d s .  " I n t o  t h i s  d u t i f u l  
C h r i s t i a n  a t m o s p h e r e , "  s a y s  P e t e r ,  "Mason b u r s t  l i k e  some debauched  
c h e e r  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  w o r s h i p "  ( 7 3 ) .  With h i s  money,  h i s  f r i e n d s  in  
i m p o r t a n t  p l a c e s ,  and  h i s  i n c r e d i b l e  e r o t i c  s t o r i e s ,  F l a g g  was a b l e  t o  
f a s c i n a t e  P e t e r  much a s  G a tsby  does Nick  C ar raw ay .  But l o o k i n g  back  
on h i s  f r i e n d s h i p  w i t h  Mason,  L e v e r e t t  t h i n k s  t h a t  i t  was a s i g n  o f  h i s  
c o r r u p t i b i l i t y  t h a t  he was e v e n t u a l l y  th e  o n ly  f r i e n d  Mason had .
To P e t e r ,  Mason comes t o  r e p r e s e n t  much t h a t  makes l i f e  w o r t h ­
w h i l e  - -  s e x ,  money, and a r t .  " B u t , "  as  Gunnar Urang  p o i n t s  o u t ,  "he
4
a l s o  r e p r e s e n t s  a p e r v e r s i o n ,  a p a ro d y ,  o f  each  o f  t h e s e  t h i n g s . "  
L i v i n g  i n  New York a f t e r  b e i n g  e x p e l l e d  from S t .  Andrews,  F l a g g  s u r ­
rounded  h i m s e l f  w i t h  a l l  t h e  a p p o i n t m e n t s  o f  a s u c c e s s f u l ,  Bohemian 
a r t i s t  - -  a s t u d i o  i n  the  V i l l a g e  c o m p le te  w i t h  s k y l i g h t ,  " e l e g a n t  
C h in e se  b r i c - a - b r a c ,  a C a l d e r  m o b i l e  and t h r e e  M o d i g l i a n i s "  ( 1 3 5 ) ;  a 
b e a u t i f u l  w i f e  and a m i s t r e s s ;  p l u s  a f o l l o w i n g  o f  a r t  c r i t i c s ,  l o v e l y  
g i r l s ,  and v a r i o u s  and su n d ry  h a n g e r s - o n .  D e s p i t e  a l l  o f  t h e s e  a p p e a r ­
ance s  t h a t  he i s  a s u c c e s s f u l ,  d e d i c a t e d  a r t i s t ,  i n  r e a l i t y  F l a g g  i s  a 
g rand  f ak e  who has  p roduced  a b s o l u t e l y  n o t h i n g .  A l l  he does  i s  t a l k  a t  
g r e a t  l e n g t h s  t o  P e t e r  and o t h e r s  a b o u t  th e  d e a t h  o f  a r t  and t h e  




M a s o n 's  s e x ,  however ,  p ro v e s  as  s t e r i l e  as  h i s  a r t i s t i c  e n d e a v o u r s .  
I n s t e a d  o f  a c t u a l l y  e n g a g i n g  i n  m in d -e x p a n d in g ,  e x o t i c ,  s e x u a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  
he c o l l e c t s  p o r n o g r a p h y .  His  p e r s o n a l  s e x u a l  e x p e r i e n c e s  seem t o  be 
l i m i t e d  to  h a v i n g  a m i s t r e s s  and p a r t i c i p a t i n g  w i t h  h e r  i n  d r e a r y ,  p e r ­
f u n c t o r y ,  swap p a r t i e s .
F i n d i n g  h i m s e l f  i n  a l a n d  o f  m i n d l e s s  R o t a r i a n s  on th e  one hand 
and p r e t e n t i o u s ,  n e u r o t i c  h i p s t e r s  on t h e  o t h e r ,  P e t e r  i s  c a p t i v a t e d  by 
M ason 's  f l a m b o y a n t  s t y l e .  " H e r e , "  P e t e r  s ay s  o f  F l a g g ,  "was a t r u l y  
d i s t i n c t i v e  young Amer ican  - -  a b l e  i n  t im e  o f  h id e o u s  s u r f e i t ,  and 
T o g e t h e r n e s s 1 l u r i d  m i s t ,  t o  r e v o l t  from c o n v e n t i o n a l  v a l u e s ,  t o  p lunge  
i n t o  a c h i c  v o r t e x  of  s e n s a t i o n ,  dope ,  and f a b r i c a t e d  s i n ,  though a l l  
t he  w h i l e  r e t a i n i n g  a s t r o n g  g r i p  on h i s  two m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s "  ( 1 5 8 ) .
In  F l a g g ,  P e t e r  seems to  f i n d  t h e  com ple te  o p p o s i t e  t o  a l l  t h a t  i s  
" p a l t r y  and commonplace" (160)  i n  h i m s e l f  and i n  th o s e  a round  him.
What he s e e s  o n l y  d im ly ,  how ever ,  i s  t h a t  i n s t e a d  o f  b e i n g  "a s u p e rb  
R e n a i s s a n c e  s p i l l i n g  o v e r "  ( 1 6 0 ) ,  F la g g  i s  an American  M e p h i s t o p h e l e s  
who s e e k s  t o  c o r r u p t  th e  i n n o c e n t ,  t h e  weak,  o r  t h e  unweary .  F o r t u n a t e ­
l y ,  P e t e r  does  s u s p e c t  " t h a t  t h e r e  was l u s t  f o r  a k in d  o f  ow nersh ip  
i n  t h e s e  b i g  g e s t u r e s  o f  M a s o n ' s . "  He a l s o  r e a l i z e s  " w i th  shame" t h a t  
he i s  more w i l l i n g  t o  be owned t h a n  he c a r e s  t o  a d m i t  ( 1 4 9 ) .
I f  P e t e r  i s  l i v i n g  i n  a f a l l e n  c o u n t r y ,  p a r t i a l l y  e s t r a n g e d  and 
w i t h  l i m i t e d  knowledge  o f  who he i s ,  where he has  b e e n ,  o r  where he i s  
go ing ,  and i f  he i s  a l m o s t  w i l l i n g  t o  become M a s o n 's  boy ,  what  does  t h i s  
have t o  do w i t h  Cass  K i n s o l v i n g ?  As L ou i s  D. Rubin ,  J r .  s a y s ,  " I n  th e  
n o v e l  o s t e n s i b l y  b o th  a r e  f r i e n d s  o f  Mason F l a g g ,  and t h a t  i s  a l l . " ’*
^Rubin, The Faraway Country, p. 220.
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R ubin ,  however ,  goes  on t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  " d r a m a t i c a l l y ,  £a n d j  p sycho -  
l o g i c a l l y ,  . . . t h e y  a r e  more t h a n  t h a t .  They a r e  one and t h e  same 
p e r s o n . " o r ,  more s t r i c t l y ,  " P e t e r  L e v e r e t t  . . . becomes Cass 
K i n s o l v i n g . " ^  T h e r e f o r e ,  we must  g iv e  P e t e r ' s  background  t o  C a s s .  I t  
i s  P e t e r ' s  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  t h e  f a l l e n ,  modern S ou th  and the  c o r r u p t  
Amer ican  of  the  f u t u r e ,  Mason F l a g g ,  t h a t  h e l p s  t o  e x p l a i n  why th e  Cass 
we meet  i n  Europe  i s  a d runk  who can n o t  p a i n t  and why he becomes t r a p p e d  
i n  a d e g r a d i n g  dependency  t o  F l a g g .  "Now from a s t r i c t l y  l o g i c a l  p o i n t  
o f  v i e w , "  Rubin e x p l a i n s ,  " t h a t  ough t  c e r t a i n l y  to  compromise S t y r o n ' s  
n o v e l . "  But so b e l i e v a b l e  i s  K i n s o l v i n g  as  a c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  "we a c c e p t  
him, when he t u r n s  up i n  P a r i s ,  f o r  what  he i s  on th e  b a s i s  of  what  we 
know ab o u t  P e t e r  L e v e r e t t . " 7 As t o  why S t y r o n  s e p a r a t e d  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i ­
z a t i o n  of  C as s ,  Rubin  s u r m i s e s  s im p ly  t h a t  S t y r o n  " d i d  n o t  f u l l y  r e c o g n i z e  
th e  e s s e n t i a l  c o n n e c t i o n  be tw een  P e t e r  L e v e r e t t ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  and Cass 
K i n s o l v i n g ' s .
While I  b e l i e v e  t h a t  Rubin  i s  c o r r e c t  i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  P e t e r ' s  
e x p e r i e n c e s  h e l p  t o  e x p l a i n  K i n s o l v i n g ' s , I  a l s o  t h i n k  t h a t  Rubin  i s  
wrong t o  assume t h a t  S t y r o n  d id  n o t  r e a l i z e  what  he was do in g  h e r e .  I t  
i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  remember t h a t  L e v e r e t t  i s  by h i s  own a d m i s s i o n  "some­
t h i n g  o f  a s q u a r e "  ( 5 ) .  He comes from a s t a b l e ,  m i d d l e - c l a s s ,
E p i s c o p a l i a n  f a m i l y ,  p o s s e s s e s  "no r o m a n t i c  g l i n t  o r  c a s t , "  and i s  
o r d e r l y  i n  h i s  h a b i t s  ( 4 - 5 ) .  By p r o f e s s i o n  he i s  a f i n a n c i a l  l a w y e r .  
K i n s o l v i n g ,  on th e  o t h e r  han d ,  n e v e r  had much o f  a home l i f e ,  h a v i n g
^ I b i d .
7I b i d . . p .  221.  
8 I b i d . . p .  222.
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be e n  r a i s e d  by h i s  u n c l e ,  a M e th o d i s t  m i n i s t e r ,  a f t e r  C a s s ' s  p a r e n t s  
were  r u n  o v e r  by a t r a i n .  F a r  from b e i n g  m e n t a l l y  s t a b l e ,  Cass ends  up 
in  a p s y c h i a t r i c  ward d u r i n g  th e  K orean  War. He i s  a l s o  a p a s s i o n a t e ,  
r e c k l e s s  r o m a n t i c  and h a s  c h o s e n  a c a l l i n g  f a r  removed from t h a t  o f  a 
f i n a n c i a l  l a w y e r .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  i f  P e t e r  i s  saddened  by th e  changes  he 
s e e s  i n  P o r t  Warwick and i s  d i s t u r b e d  by the  f a c t  t h a t  most  Amer icans  
a r e  g r e e d y  m a t e r i a l i s t s ,  we can  im agine how Cass f e e l s  a b o u t  t h e s e  same 
t h i n g s .  A f t e r  s e e i n g  th ro u g h  P e t e r ' s  " s q u a r e "  eyes  th e  u n a p p e a l i n g  
n a t u r e  o f  modern Amer ica  and A m er icans ,  i t  i s  e a s y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  why 
Cass  i s  v i o l e n t l y  a g a i n s t  h i s  n a t i v e  l a n d .  L i k e w i s e ,  i f  a b a s i c a l l y  
c o n s e r v a t i v e ,  s t a b l e  p e r s o n  such  as P e t e r  i s  a l m o s t  e n s n a r e d  by M ason 's  
i n s i d i o u s  l i f e  s t y l e ,  i t  i s  l i t t l e  wonder t h a t  an i n s e c u r e  a l c o h o l i c  
l i k e  Cass s u b s e q u e n t l y  i s .  I n  s h o r t ,  P e t e r ' s  background  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  
C a s s ' s ,  b u t  i t  does  le n d  c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  C a s s ' s  b i t t e r n e s s  and h e l p  to  
e x p l a i n  why he i s  an  e x p a t r i a t e  and r e a d i l y  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  a dependency  
on Mason.
Whi le  P e t e r  i s  saddened  by the  changes  t h a t  he s e e s  i n  t h e  South
and i n  the  c o u n t r y  as  a w ho le ,  he can s t i l l  make h i s  home i n  A m er ica .
C a s s ,  on the  o t h e r  h and ,  c a n n o t ,  even though t h i s  r e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  th e
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i s  one o f  th e  r e a s o n s  t h a t  he l i v e s  i n  d e s p a i r .  As
Rubin  i n d i c a t e s ,  K i n s o l v i n g  i s  "a man who r e q u i r e s  th e  s t a b i l i t y  o f
b e l o n g i n g  t o  a p l a c e  t h a t  i s  a n c h o re d  i n  t ime and t h a t  p o s s e s s e s  o r d e r  
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and s t a b i l i t y . "  But the  modern South  f o r  the  most  p a r t  can  no l o n g e r  
o f f e r  such  a c u l t u r e .  As we have  s e e n  from P e t e r ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  P o r t  
Warwick,  much o f  th e  S o u th ,  l i k e  the  r e s t  o f  A m er ica ,  d e f i n e s  i t s e l f
^I b i d . ,  p . 226.
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o n l y  i n  com m erc ia l  t e r m s ,  so  t h a t  even  th e  s im p l e  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  l a n d  
i s  b e i n g  d e s t r o y e d  by th e  modern S o u t h e r n e r s '  w o r s h i p  o f  t h e  a l l - m i g h t y  
d o l l a r .
P a r t l y  b e c a u s e  he i s  a man s e n s i t i v e  t o  b e a u t y ,  p a r t l y  b e c a u se  
he i s  a s e l f - e d u c a t e d  man who had t o  work f o r  e v e r y t h i n g  he g o t ,  and 
p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  he i s  an  i d e a l i s t  who c a n n o t  a c c e p t  a n o b le  dream which 
has  b e e n  p r o f a n e d ,  Cass  does  n o t  r e t u r n  to  America a f t e r  th e  K orean  War. 
Once a c o u n t r y  he c o u ld  l o v e ,  Amer ica t o  Cass  i s  now a " s o f t - h e a d e d ,  
b a b y - f a c e d ,  p r e d i g e s t e d ,  c e l l o p h a n e - w r a p p e d ,  doomed, b e a u t y - h a t i n g  
l a n d "  ( 3 6 4 ) .  A m e r i c a ' s  c r im e s  i n c l u d e ;  " i t s  d e g r a d a t i o n  o f  i t s  t e a c h e r s  
and i t s  men o f  mind and c h a r a c t e r ,  and i t s  c h i l d i s h  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  
s c o u n d r e l s  and n i t w i t s  and movie t r a s h ,  and i t s  d e v o t i o n  t o  p o l i t i c a l  
c r e t i n s  - -  m i l i t a r y  scum and P r e s b y t e r i a n s  and such  l i k e  whose combined 
wisdom would  shame some c o u n t r y  s h e r i f f ' s  h a r e l i p  d a u g h t e r  - -  and i t s  
e t e r n a l  b e l i e f  t h a t  i t ' s  G o d ' s  own w i l l  t h a t  i l l i t e r a t e s  and f o o l s  s h a l l  
l a y  down the  law t o  t h e  w i s e "  ( 3 9 7 ) .
C a s s ' s  p o r t r a i t  o f  the  modern American  h e r o  i s  no l e s s  f l a t t e r ­
in g  t o  h i s  fo rm er  c o u n t r y  t h a n  h i s  v ie w  o f  i t s  n a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r .  He 
i s  " t h e  man i n  a l l  t h o s e  c a r  a d v e r t i s e m e n t s  - -  you know, th e  young guy 
waving  t h e r e  - -  he  l o o k s  s o  b e a u t i f u l  and e d u c a t e d  and  e v e r y t h i n g ,  and 
h e ' s  g o t  i t  made . Penn S t a t e  and a b lo n d e  t h e r e ,  and a s m i l e  as  b i g  as 
a b i l l b o a r d .  And h e ' s  g o in g  p l a c e s .  I  mean e l e c t r o n i c s .  P o l i t i c s .
What t h e y  c a l l  c o m m u n ic a t io n s .  A d v e r t i s i n g ,  S a l e s h o o d .  O u te r  s p a c e .
God o n l y  knows.  And h e ' s  i g n o r a n t  a s  an A l b a n i a n  p e a s a n t "  ( 3 9 2 ) .  Most 
o f  th e  A m er icans  Cass  s e e s  i n  Europe ( " t h e  f l i c k e r  c r e e p s "  ( 4 6 ) ,  t h e  
McCabes, " E m i l i o  N arduzzo  o f  West Englewood,  N . J . "  ( 4 8 0 ) ,  and ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
Mason F l a g g )  do n o t h i n g  t o  change  h i s  image o f  t h e  m ode rn -da y ,  New-World 
m an .
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I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  h a t i n g  most  A m er icans  and what  much of  America 
i t s e l f  h a s  become,  C a s s ,  u n l i k e  P e t e r ,  h a t e s  h i m s e l f .  T h i s  l o a t h i n g  o f  
s e l f  i s  th e  r e a s o n  K i n s o l v i n g  c a n n o t  p a i n t ,  c a n n o t  l o v e ,  and c a n n o t  s t a y  
s o b e r .  As he s a y s  of  h i m s e l f  i n  E u ro p e ,  " I  was a r e g u l a r  a m b u l a t i n g  
b i o l o g i c a l  d i s a s t e r ,  a bag f u l l  of  c o r r u p t i o n  h e l d  t o g e t h e r  by one 
s i n g l e  p o i s o n o u s  t h o u g h t  - -  and t h a t  was t o  d e s t r o y  m y s e l f  i n  the most  
a g o n i z i n g  way t h e r e  was" ( 5 4 ) .  A co m p le te  n i h i l i s t ,  Cass s im p ly  wants  
" t o  g e t  o u t  o f  l i f e ,  be s h u t  o f  i t "  b e c a u s e  he h a s  f a i t h  i n  a b s o l u t e l y  
n o t h i n g  - -  A m er ic a ,  f a m i l y ,  a r t ,  o r  s e l f .  "A man c a n n o t  l i v e  w i t h o u t  a 
f o c u s , "  Cass  t e l l s  P e t e r .  " W ithou t  some k i n d  o f  f a i t h ,  i f  you want to  
c a l l  i t  t h a t .  I  d i d n ' t  have  any more f a i t h  t h a n  a t o m c a t .  N o th ing !  
N o t h i n g ! "  ( 5 4 ) .  U n l i k e  a l l  t h e  L o f t i s e s  i n  L ie  Down i n  D a r k n e s s , how­
e v e r ,  Cass r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he i s  l o s t ,  though  he c a n n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  why.
" I  was s i c k  a s  a dog i n s i d e  my s o u l , "  he a d m i t s  t o  P e t e r ,  "and f o r  the  
l i f e  o f  me I  c o u l d n ' t  f i g u r e  o u t  where t h a t  s i c k n e s s  came from" ( 5 5 ) .
C a s s ' s  a c t i o n s  i n  P a r i s ,  Rome, and Sambuco s u b s t a n t i a t e  h i s  
r h e t o r i c .  Fo r  exam ple ,  l i v i n g  i n  a s m a l l  a p a r t m e n t  on "a sad  d u s t y  
l i t t l e  s i d e  s t r e e t  n o t  f a r  from th e  Gare M o n t p a r n a s s e , "  he a t  f i r s t  
manages t o  p a i n t  a few " m i s e r a b l e ,  p a l l i d ,  i n e f f e c t u a l ,  s e l f - c e n t e r e d "  
p i c t u r e s ,  b u t  e v e n t u a l l y  becomes " i n  f r o n t  o f  a s k e t c h  pad o r  a canvas  
. . . l i k e  a man who had  s u d d e n ly  had b o t h  hands  chopped  o f f  a t  t h e  w r i s t .  
C o m p le te ly  p a r a l y z e d "  ( 2 5 0 ) .  No l o n g e r  even  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  work,  he l i e s  
a round  h i s  d i n g y ,  c l u t t e r e d  s t u d i o  on a day b ed ,  d r i n k i n g  "a b o t t l e  of  
v e r y  low-class c o g n a c , "  smoking c i g e r a t t e s ,  and r e a d i n g  C o n f i d e n t i a l  
and F r o n t  Page D e t e c t i v e  ( 2 5 3 ) .  He t r i e s  t o  i g n o r e  th e  c o n s t a n t  howls 
o f  h i s  t h r e e  c h i l d r e n  and th e  p l e a s  f o r  h e l p  from h i s  w i f e  Poppy .  On 
one v e r y  n o i s y  o c c a s i o n ,  however ,  when h i s  y o u n g e s t  c h i l d  i s  s i c k ,  he
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i s  f o r c e d  t o  r o u s e  h i m s e l f  and b e l l o w s :  ' " G e t  o u t  o f  t h i s  goddam h o u s e ,
you pack  o f  s l i m y  m aggots !  . . .  At once!  A l l  o f  you! . . . A l l  o f  you 
goddam p e o p l e ,  o u t  o f  h e r e !  Jump i n  th e  r i v e r !  D ie !  Get  r u n  o v e r ! " 1 
( 2 5 3 ) .
A f t e r  t h i s  abuse  o f  h i s  f a m i l y ,  Cass  f e e l s  enough shame to  
swear  o f f  l i q u o r  and t o  summon th e  i n i t i a t i v e  f o r  a move t o  F l o r e n c e  
and t h e n  Rome. For a few months  a f t e r w a r d s ,  he s t a y s  s o b e r  "and i n  a 
dozen  o t h e r  ways became a good f a m i l y  man, s t r i v i n g  f o r  t h e  sunny i d e a l  
of  mens s a n a , e t c . ,  r emoving  h i m s e l f  from th e  s e d u c t i v e  w o r ld  o f  th e  
n i g h t  and from e r o t i c  daydreams and s o u r  s e m i - s u i c i d a l  moods,  b r u s h i n g  
h i s  t e e t h  tw ic e  a day and p o l i s h i n g  h i s  shoes  and c l e a n s i n g  h i s  b r e a t h  
w i t h  L i s t e r i n e "  ( 2 9 6 ) .  D e s p i t e  t h e s e  ou tw ard  and v i s i b l e  s i g n s  o f  
h e a l t h ,  he s t i l l  has  n o t  e x t i r p a t e d  h i s  d e e p l y  r o o t e d  f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  
and w o r t h l e s s n e s s ,  n o r  h a s  he found  f a i t h  i n  a n y t h i n g  w hich  w i l l  s u s t a i n  
h i s  good i n t e n t i o n s  t o  l i v e  a s o b e r  and u p r i g h t  l i f e .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  
th e  f i r s t  t ime Cass f i n d s  h i m s e l f  i n  an u n p l e a s a n t  s i t u a t i o n ,  he 
r e t r e a t s  t o  t h e  s a f e t y  o f  an  a l c o h o l i c  o b l i v i o n .  Th i s  r e l a p s e  o c c u r s  
when Poppy i n v i t e s  t o  d i n n e r  th e  McCabes,  a l i q u o r - s t o r e  owner and h i s  
w i f e  from M in e o l a ,  New York.  Though Cass i s  f u r i o u s  w i t h  h i s  w i f e  f o r  
h e r  i n d i s c r e t i o n ,  i t  i s  n o t  long  b e f o r e  he i s  e n t e r t a i n i n g  McCabe w i th  
sophom or ic  r e l i g i o u s  j o k e s .  To show h i s  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  C a s s ' s  w i t ,  
McCabe b r e a k s  o u t  a b o t t l e  o f  Old M<-Cabe s o u r  mash w h iskey  and o f f e r s  
h i s  h o s t  a d r i n k .  I n  no t ime a t  a l l ,  Cass i s  i n  a m i s t y  h a z e .  A f t e r  
p l a y i n g  and l o s i n g  h e a v i l y  a t  c a r d s  w i t h  McCabe, he p i c k s  a f i g h t  w i t h  
h i s  g u e s t  and th row s  him o u t  o f  th e  h o u s e .  Having b ro k e n  h i s  vow n o t  
t o  d r i n k  and h a v i n g  l o s t  more money th a n  he c a r e s  t o  t h i n k  a b o u t ,  Cass 
s e e k s  t o  drown h i m s e l f  i n  an  o rg y  o f  l i q u o r  and s e x .  The n e x t  morn ing
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he awakes t o  f i n d  h i m s e l f  i n  a b u g - i n f e s t e d  b r o t h e l  o u t s i d e  o f  Rome, 
w i th  n o t h i n g  l e f t  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  p o s s e s s i o n s  e x c e p t  h i s  g l a s s e s .  Hung- 
o v e r ,  f e e l i n g  w r e t c h e d l y  g u i l t y ,  h i s  body c r a w l i n g  w i t h  l i c e ,  Cass  r e t u r n s  
home w i th  Poppy in  a t a x i .
Cass  a g a i n  lo n g s  to  e s c a p e ,  t o  f l e e  the  scene  o f  h i s  c r im e s  as  
s w i f t l y  as  p o s s i b l e ,  a f t e r  t h i s  s o r r y  f i a s c o .  Three days  l a t e r ,  d runk 
on g r a p p a ,  he wobbles  toward  S o u t h e r n  I t a l y  on h i s  m o t o r s c o o t e r , w in d in g  
up i n  Sambuco o n ly  b e c a u s e  he r u n s  o u t  o f  gas  and Sambuco i s  the  n e a r e s t  
town. Once s e t t l e d  h e r e  w i t h  Poppy and th e  c h i l d r e n ,  Cass  spends  h i s  
m orn ings  d r i n k i n g  w i t h  a " f a s c i s t - h u m a n i s t "  (337)  p o l i c e m a n ;  h i s  a f t e r ­
noons  d r i n k i n g  e i t h e r  by h i m s e l f  o r ,  l a t e r  on,  i n  the  company of  Mason 
F l a g g  a s  t h e y  make a s u p p ly  r u n  t o  t h e  n e a r e s t  Army PX; and h i s  n i g h t s  
d r i n k i n g  a l o n e  as  he l i s t e n s  to  L e a d b e l l y  o r  M o z a r t .  By t h i s  t im e ,  he 
i s  u n a b l e  even  t o  h o ld  a p a i n t  b r u s h  b e c a u s e  h i s  hands  shake  and t w i t c h  
l i k e  an o ld  m an 's  w i t h  p a l s y  ( 5 4 ) .  A modern C a in ,  Cass  h a s  r u n  h a l fw a y  
a round  the  w or ld  t r y i n g  t o  e s c a p e  a g u i l t  t h a t  a lw ays  t r a v e l s  w i t h  him.
C a s s ' s  n i g h t m a r e s ,  which  a r e  h a r d l y  l e s s  r e a l  t h a n  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  
w h i l e  awake,  a l s o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  he i s  a f a l l e n ,  damned man t r a p p e d  in  
h i s  own s e n s e  o f  g u i l t .  I n  P a r i s ,  f o r  exam ple ,  n o t  to o  long  a f t e r  he 
has  thrown h i s  f a m i l y  o u t  o f  t h e  house ,  he f a l l s  a s l e e p  and dreams t h a t  
he h a s  b een  t a k e n  by h i s  u n c l e  t o  t h e  N or th  C a r o l i n a  s t a t e  p r i s o n .
Though he c a n n o t  remember what  h i s  s p e c i f i c  c r im e  h a s  b e e n ,  Cass  does  
know t h a t  i t  was " so m e th in g  u n s p e a k a b l y  w icked  - -  s u r p a s s i n g  r a p e  o r  
murder  o r  k i d n a p p i n g  o r  t r e a s o n ,  some n am e le s s  enormous c r i m e . "  His 
s e n t e n c e  f o r  t h i s  c r im e  i s  a l s o  u n s p e c i f i e d .  He i s  t o  r em a in  i n  p r i s o n  
f o r  an " i n d e f i n i t e  te rm  which m igh t  be s e v e r a l  h o u r s  o r  m igh t  be d e c a d e s .  
Or C e n t u r i e s "  ( 2 7 2 - 7 3 ) .  Most  o f  C a s s ' s  " f e l l o w -d a m n e d "  (273)  i n  p r i s o n
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a r e  b l a c k s ,  who d e s p i s e  him and demand t h a t  he be s e n t  t o  t h e  gas  cham­
b e r .  But Cass k eep s  t r y i n g  t o  a s k  them, ' "W hat  have I  done?  Why am I  
h e r e ?  What i s  my t e r r i b l e  s i n ? ' "  Never  r e c e i v i n g  an an sw er ,  he t h e n  
s e e s  h i m s e l f ,  as  he s ay s  t o  P e t e r ,  " f o r e v e r  c l i m b i n g  e n d l e s s  p r i s o n  
la dderw ays  and go ing  th ro u g h  c l a s h i n g  g a t e s  and d o o r s ,  c h as ed  down by a 
g u i l t  I  c o u l d n ' t  name and b u rdened  w i t h  my own u n d i s c o v e r a b l e  c r im e "  
( 2 7 3 ) .  T h roughou t  t h i s  n i g h t m a r e ,  Cass  k e e p s  h o p in g  t h a t  h i s  u n c l e  
(a m i n i s t e r )  w i l l  o b t a i n  a p a rd o n  ( f o r g i v e n e s s  o f  s i n s ? )  from th e  g o v e r ­
n o r  (God?) ,  b u t  j u s t  b e f o r e  he awakens from t h i s  "handmade h e l l "  ( 2 7 4 ) ,  
he i s  t a k en  to  the  gas  chamber by two p r e a c h e r s  and th e  p r i s o n  w arden .
I t  i s  e a s y  t o  i n t e r p r e t  C a s s ' s  dream s im p ly  a s  a p s y c h i c  m an i ­
f e s t a t i o n  o f  t h e  g u i l t  he f e e l s  a s  a S o u t h e r n e r  f o r  th e  w h i t e  m an 's  
t r e a t m e n t  o f  th e  Negro .  To a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  I  t h i n k  t h i s  i s  t r u e ,  f o r  
Cass  h i m s e l f  l i n k s  h i s  dreams i n v o l v i n g  b l a c k s  t o  a sham efu l  e x p e r i e n c e  
he had as a f i f t e e n - y e a r - o l d  boy i n  N or th  C a r o l i n a .  Working as  a p a r t -  
t ime c l e r k  i n  a W es te rn  Auto s t o r e ,  Cass  goes w i t h  h i s  em ployer  (a man 
named L onn ie )  one day t o  r e p o s s e s s  a r a d i o  from a Negro named C ra w fo o t .  
C raw foo t  i s  n o t  a t  home, b u t  Cass  and Lonnie  f i n d  t h e  r a d i o  h id d e n  un d e r  
a l o o s e  f l o o r b o a r d .  I n  o r d e r  t o  " ' t e a c h  e v e r y  b l a c k  son of  a b i t c h  i n  
t h i s  c o u n t r y ' "  a l e s s o n ,  Lonnie  m e t h o d i c a l l y  d e s t r o y s  e v e r y t h i n g  b r e a k ­
a b l e  i n  th e  h o u s e ,  i n c l u d i n g  a b e a u t i f u l ,  o l d  maple Grand R ap ids  c h i f ­
f o n i e r  ( 3 7 7 ) .  Though Cass w an ts  h i s  boss  to  s t o p ,  he i s  to o  s c a r e d  to  
say  a n y t h i n g .  So when Lonnie  needs  some h e l p  i n  t u r n i n g  o v e r  a b i g ,  
c a s t - i r o n  s t o v e ,  Cass does  a s  he i s  a s k e d .  He l a c k s  t h e  c o u rag e  t o  say  
n o .
A f t e r  r e l a t i n g  t h i s  s t o r y  t o  P e t e r ,  Cass  s a y s ,  " I  s h o u ld  be a b l e  
to  t e l l  you a n i c e  r e d e m p t io n  s t o r y ,  a b o u t  how I  maybe robbed  the  a u t o
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s t o r e  a t  n i g h t  and went back  to  t h a t  c a b i n  and l a i d  a h undred  d o l l a r s  
on th e  d o o r s t e p ,  t o  pay f o r  a l l  t h e  w re c k a g e .  . . . But  of  c o u r s e  I  
d i d n ' t "  ( 3 7 8 ) .  Cass  h a s  had t o  l i v e  w i t h  t h i s  g u i l t  e v e r  s i n c e ,  and ,  
he t e l l s  P e t e r ,  C r a w f o o t ' s  r u i n e d  c a b i n  becomes f o r  him " t h e  symbol of  
the  n o - c o u n t  b a s t a r d  I ' d  been  a l l  my l i f e "  ( 3 9 8 ) .  I t  i s  the  memory of  
t h i s  i n c i d e n t  t h a t  makes him say  t o  F l a g g  a t  the  end o f  t h e i r  f i r s t  c o n ­
v e r s a t i o n ,  " 'How w i l l  I  e v e r  f o r g i v e  m y s e l f  f o r  a l l  t h e  t h i n g s  I ' v e  
d o n e ? ' "  (398)  .
C a s s ' s  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  C r a w f o o t ' s  p r o p e r t y  i s  h i s  f i r s t  t a s t e  of  
m a n ' s  i n h u m a n i t y  t o  man and o f  the  e v i l  t h a t  e x i s t s  i n  h i m s e l f  and the  
u n i v e r s e .  Cass  can n o t  a c c e p t  t h i s  e v i l .  Having once l o s t  h i s  n a i v e  
c o n c e p t i o n  of  h i m s e l f  as  a c o u r a g e o u s ,  and c o m p l e t e l y  h o n o r a b l e  human 
b e i n g  and th e  w or ld  as  th e  b e n e v o l e n t  hand iw ork  o f  a j u s t  God, he l o s e s  
f a i t h  in  e v e r y t h i n g .  He v iew s  th e  w o r ld  w i th  th e  eyes  o f  a n i h i l i s t ,  
d i s c e r n i n g  n o t h i n g  t h a t  i s  b e a u t i f u l ,  j o y o u s ,  o r  h o p e f u l  i n  h i m s e l f ,  
A m er ic a ,  o r  each  new p l a c e  i n  Europe  he f l e e s  t o .  As J o n a t h a n  Baumbach 
r e m a r k s ,  Cass i s  t h e  v i c t i m  of  "a r a g i n g  i n t e r i o r  g u i l t . "  He i s  an 
i d e a l i s t  i n  an " un redeem ab ly  c o r r u p t  w o r l d ,  f o r  which  he a s  f a l l e n  man 
f e e l s  o b s e s s i v e l y  and h o p e l e s s l y  g u i l t y .
The o r i g i n  and n a t u r e  of  e v i l  i s  of  c e n t r a l  c o n c e r n  to  C a s s .
The e v e n t s  i n  Sambuco,  h i s  own f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  and w o r t h l e s s n e s s ,  and 
th e  n a t u r e  o f  the  u n i v e r s e  as  a whole  seem to  be t i e d  c l o s e l y  t o  t h i s  
t h o r n y  p ro b lem .  Does e v i l  r e a l l y  e x i s t  a t  a l l ,  o r  i s  i t  " j u s t  a f ig m e n t  
o f  th e  mind?"  ( 1 2 8 ) .  I f  i t  does  e x i s t  w i t h i n  the  s o u l  o f  man, can  i t  
be " c u t  o u t  and d e s t r o y e d "  l i k e  c e r t a i n  c a n c e r s  w i t h o u t  k i l l i n g  the
^Baumbach, p. 134.
73
p a t i e n t ,  o r ,  a s  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  a f l e a  who c a r r i e s  t h e  bu b o n ic  p l a g u e ,  
must  the  c a r r i e r  be e l i m i n a t e d  b e f o r e  t h e  d i s e a s e  can be c o n t r o l l e d ?  
( 1 2 8 - 2 9 ) .  Cass i s  i n v o l v e d  in  what  Camus c a l l s  the "one t r u l y  s e r i o u s  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p rob lem ,  and t h a t  i s  s u i c i d e , t h o u g h  C a s s ' s  em phas i s  on
e v i l  r a t h e r  t h a n  the  a b s u r d  i s  p e r h a p s  more a C h r i s t i a n  th a n  an e x i s ­
t e n t i a l  c o n c e r n .  I f  th r o u g h  s t r u g g l e  and s u f f e r i n g ,  a man c a n n o t  e x o r ­
c i s e  t h e  c o r r u p t i o n  in  h i s  s o u l  and a c h i e v e  a s t a t e  of  g r a c e ,  why l i v e ?  
For  a long  t i m e ,  Cass i s  u n a b l e  t o  a r r i v e  a t  any s a t i s f a c t o r y  answ ers  
t o  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,  so  he c o n t i n u e s  h i s  s u i c i d a l  way of  l i v i n g .
When h i s  c h i l d r e n  a r e  a b o u t  to  d i e  w i t h  s c a r l e t  f e v e r ,  Cass  
e x p l a i n s  e v i l  i n  B i b l i c a l  ( d e c i d e d l y  Old T e s t a m e n t )  t e r m s .  C o r r u p t  
man l i v e s  i n  a f a l l e n  w o r ld  b e c a u s e  he d i s o b e y e d  G od 's  commandments.
God i s  "a mean o l d  Jew w i t h  a d i r t y  b e a r d  and f l a s h i n g  eyes  and n o s t r i l s  
s n o r t i n g  smoke and h e l l f i r e  who had  g r a v e n  upon C a s s '  mind The Law . . . 
THOU SHALT NOT" ( 2 9 0 ) .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  ( C a t h o l i c )  c o n c e p t  o f  
e r a s i n g  e v i l  w i t h  a c t s  o f  good i s  " s i m p le - m in d e d "  ( 2 8 9 ) .  E v i l  e x i s t s  
b e c a u s e  man s i n s  a g a i n s t  G od 's  Law and God i n  t u r n  p u n i s h e s  man th ro u g h  
a c t s  o f  n a t u r e  and th e  a c t s  of  o t h e r  man. God "would g e t  you i f  you 
done w rong,  and i f  he g o t  you ,  you were  doomed. That  was th e  s im p l e  sum 
t o t a l  o f  th e  whole s i t u a t i o n "  ( 2 9 0 ) .
Th is  p i c t u r e  o f  a s a d i s t i c  God c r e a t i n g  e v i l  and th e n  u s i n g  i t  
t o  p u n i s h  s i n f u l  man i s  t o  Cass " f i t t i n g "  b e c a u s e  i t  g i v e s  th e  u n i v e r s e  
o r d e r  and a s e n s e  of  j u s t i c e ,  no m a t t e r  how s e v e r e  t h a t  j u s t i c e  m igh t  b e .
With such  a b e l i e f ,  man h a s  a d e f i n i t e  a d v e r s a r y  whom he can  a t  l e a s t
11
A l b e r t  Camus, The Myth o f  S i s y p h u s , t r a n s .  J u s t i n  0 B r i e n  (New 
York:  Knopf,  1 955 ) ,  p .  3 .
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s hake  h i s  f i s t  a t  when c a l a m i t y  s t r i k e s .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  Cass  can  see  
h i s  c h i l d r e n ' s  s i c k n e s s  as a w r a t h f u l  G od 's  pu n ish m e n t  f o r  h i s  non ­
p r o d u c t i v e ,  s i n f u l  l i f e .  God would n o t  l e t  such  a w o r t h l e s s  man 
i m m o r t a l i z e  a p a r t  o f  h i m s e l f  th ro u g h  p ro g e n y .  Once he c o n c e i v e s  of  
God and e v i l  i n  t h e s e  t e r m s ,  Cass can  t u r n  t o  h i s  C r e a t o r  " i n  f u r y "  and 
h i s s ,  "'Tako> them! Take t h e m ! " '  ( 2 9 0 ) .
At o t h e r  t i m e s ,  how ever ,  Cass s e e s  God and e v i l  i n  q u i t e  d i f ­
f e r e n t  t e rm s .  I n s t e a d  of  b e i n g  an o m n i p o t e n t ,  v e n g e f u l  D e i t y ,  God 
e i t h e r  does  n o t  even e x i s t ,  o r  " w o r s e ,  . . .  He was w eaker  even  th a n  
the e v i l  He c r e a t e d  and a l lo w e d  t o  r e s i d e  i n  the  s o u l  o f  man . . . God 
H im s e l f  was doomed, and t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f  h eaven  was n o t  g o ld  and s i n g ­
in g  b u t  a space  o f  t e r r o r  which  s t r e t c h e d  i n  d a r k n e s s  from h o r i z o n  t o  
h o r i z o n "  ( 2 7 5 - 7 6 ) .
In  one o f  h i s " w i l d  M anichean  d ream s"  ( 2 7 5 ) ,  Cass  i s  r i d i n g  on 
a bus  t h a t  ru n s  o v e r  a dog .  S t o p p i n g  th e  b u s ,  th e  d r i v e r  and a l l  the  
p a s s e n g e r s  f i n d  t h a t  the  dog i s  n o t  d e a d .  They s t a n d  by h e l p l e s s l y  as  
th e  dog,  t r y i n g  to  g e t  up and w a lk ,  moans and whimpers  and r o l l s  h i s  
e y e s  i n  a n g u i s h .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  bus  d r i v e r  g e t s  a s t i c k  and b e a t s  th e  
dog i n  th e  h e a d ,  " s a y i n g  o v e r  and o v e r  a g a i n ,  ' I  must  p u t  him o u t  of  
h i s  m i s e r y ,  I  must  p u t  th e  poor  b e a s t  o u t  of  h i s  m i s e r y ! ' "  ( 3 5 7 ) .  The 
s u f f e r i n g  a n im a l  w i l l  n o t  d i e ,  though  th e  bus d r i v e r  c o n t i n u e s  t o  pound 
h i s  head  w i t h  a s t i c k .
S u d d en ly ,  t h e  d o g ' s  head  t u r n s  i n t o  t h a t  o f  an o l d  woman whom 
Cass has  s e e n  i n  Sambuco c a r r y i n g  b a c k - b r e a k i n g  lo a d s  o f  f a g o t s  which  
she s e l l s  f o r  a l m o s t  n o t h i n g .  "Ly ing  t h e r e  c r u s h e d  and  m a n g led ,  w i t h  
h e r  poor  to rm e n te d  body p r e s s e d  a g a i n s t  th e  d u s t ,  she l e t  o u t  p i t e o u s  
c r i e s ,  s h r i e k i n g ,  'God! G o d ! 1 o v e r  and o v e r  a g a i n .  'R e l e a s e  me from 
t h i s  m i s e r y ! '  And each  t ime she c a l l e d  o u t ,  down would come th e  f l a i l i n g
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s t i c k  which would knock h e r  b l e e d i n g  head  a g a i n s t  th e  e a r t h ,  o n l y  f o r  
t h e  head  t o  r i s e  a g a i n  t o  c r y  o u t  f o r  d e l i v e r a n c e  from a l l  t h i s  agony,  
and each  t ime a g a i n  the  s t i c k  would s t r i k e  h e r ,  f u t i l e l y ,  r e l e a s i n g  h e r  
n o t  i n t o  d e a t h  b u t  o n ly  i n t o  e n d l e s s  m y s t e r y  o f  p a i n "  ( 3 5 8 ) .  I n  t h i s  
dream,  t h e  bus  d r i v e r ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  God and th e  o l d  woman i s  mankind.
To C a s s ,  e x i s t e n c e  i s  n o t h i n g  more t h a n  an e n d l e s s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i th  
p a i n  i n  a u n i v e r s e  where  t h e  e v i l  t h a t  c a u s e s  t h i s  p a i n  i s  s t r o n g e r  t h a n  
God.
Cass  does  n o t  commit s u i c i d e  b e c a u s e  from t im e  t o  t ime he has  
t h o u g h t s  and v i s i o n s  which  a r e  c o m p l e t e l y  o p p o s i t e  t o  h i s  n i g h t m a r e s  o f  
e v i l  and s u f f e r i n g .  D ur ing  t h e s e  sudden  and i n f r e  u e n t  moments,  he f e e l s  
t h a t  r e d e m p t i o n  i s  n o t  an i m p o s s i b l e  dream.  For  exam ple ,  when h i s  
t h o u g h t s  t u r n  t o  a f a t h e r l y  Navy p s y c h i a t r i s t  named S l o t k i n ,  who i n ­
t r o d u c e s  him t o  Greek  t r a g e d y ,  Cass  s e n s e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  s om e th ing  
n o b l e  i n  mankind and s o m e th in g  w o r th  l i v i n g  f o r  in  t h e  w o r l d .  I n  h i s  
Sambuco j o u r n a l ,  he w r i t e s :  "Whenever I  t h i n k  of  him . . .  I  g e t  an
e x t r a o r d i n a r y  f e e l i n g  i n  my b o n e s ,  I  can  r e c a l l  a s  c l e a r  a s  th e  s h i n i n g  
a i r  t h a t  day when I  q u o te d  t h a t  l i n e  from O edipus  t h a t  h i t  me so be tw een  
th e  e y e s ,  from the  book he gave ,  now s h o u ld  I  d i e  I  were  n o t  w h o l ly  
w r e t c h e d  e t c . ,  and he s a i d  s o m e th in g  on t h e  o r d e r  - -  yes  we f a i l  o f t e n  
b u t  i t  i s  o u r  b i r t h r i g h t  no l e s s  t h a n  th e  G reeks  t o  t r y  t o  f r e e  p e o p l e  
i n t o  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  l o v e "  ( 3 6 2 - 6 3 ) .  For  b r i e f  moments,  Cass can  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  S l o t k i n  i s  r i g h t .
The t r a g e d y  o f  O edipus  ( e s p e c i a l l y  a s  i t  i s  d r a m a t i z e d  i n  
O ed ipus  a t  C o lo n u s ) i s  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  t o  Cass  ( s e e  118-19 ;  362;  369) 
b e c a u s e  he can t a k e  s o l a c e  from t h e  p a r a l l e l s  be tw een  h i m s e l f  and 
Oedipus  and can  hope t h a t  h i s  s u f f e r i n g ,  l i k e  O e d i p u s ' s ,  w i l l  e v e n t ­
u a l l y  l e a d  t o  wisdom and t o  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and a c c e p t a n c e  of  h i s
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1 2f a t e .  L ike  O e d ip u s ,  K i n s o l v i n g ,  a s  h i s  name i m p l i e s ,  i s  r e q u i r e d  to  
s o l v e  a r i d d l e ,  t h e  r i d d l e  o f  a c h a o t i c ,  s e e m i n g ly  e v i l  u n i v e r s e  and 
h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  i t .  A l s o  l i k e  O e d ip u s ,  Cass  i s  an e x i l e  from h i s  
n a t i v e  l a n d ;  he i s  " b l i n d "  d runk  much o f  th e  t im e  and b l i n d  t o  t h e  mean­
in g  o f  t h e  w o r ld  a ro u n d  him; and he i s  s u p p o r t e d  by a g i r l  ( h i s  w i f e ,  
P o p p y ) . Both  men come t o  a c o u n t r y  w hich  i s  o u t w a r d l y  p e a c e f u l  and
b e a u t i f u l ,  b u t  which  i s  s a c r e d  t o  t h e  F u r i e s ,  t h o s e  s p i r i t s  o f  r e t r i b u -
13t i o n  who to rm e n t  s i n n e r s .  F i n a l l y ,  Cass  hopes  t h a t  t h i s  a c q u a i n t a n c e  
w i th  "some o f  t h e  h o r r o r s  o f  t h e  n i g h t "  (364)  and h i s  l a y i n g  up o f  "many 
t h i n g s  n e a r e r  u n t o  g r i e f  t h a n  j o y "  w i l l  u l t i m a t e l y  l e a d  t o  a f f i r m a t i o n .
He hopes  t h a t  l i k e  O edipus  he can  e v e n t u a l l y  c o n c l u d e  t h a t  a l l  i s  w e l l .
P e r h a p s  a n o t h e r  r e a s o n  why Cass  does  n o t  k i l l  h i m s e l f  i s  b e c a u se  
he i s  s t i l l  drawn t o  h i s  n a t i v e  l a n d  by i t s  o r i g i n a l  p rom ise  t o  men and 
by t h o u g h t s  o f  what  y e t  e x i s t s  t h e r e  t h a t  i s  s im p le  and a u t h e n t i c .
Though he h a t e s  what  America  i n  g e n e r a l  has  become, "There  a r e  t i m e s , "
Cass  w r i t e s  i n  h i s  j o u r n a l ,  "when j u s t  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  one s i n g l e  p in e  t r e e  
a t  home, i n  t h e  s t a n d ,  & a n e g ro  ch u rch  i n  a g rove  I  knew as  a boy & th e  
sound of  the  n e g r o s  s i n g i n g  I n  B r i g h t  M ans ions  Above ( ? )  - -  t h e n  I  f e e l  
o r  know r a t h e r  t h a t  a l l  I  would need  i s  t h a t  one t r e m b l i n g  word t o  be 
w h i s p e r e d  o r  spoken  i n t o  my e a r .  AMERICA. And I  c o u ld  h o l d  m y s e l f  back  
no l o n g e r  and b l u b b e r  l i k e  a baby"  ( 3 6 3 - 6 4 ) .
One such  t ime o c c u r s  when Mason and Cass f i r s t  m e e t .  Cass  can
12 See L. Hugh Moore,  " R o b e r t  Penn W arren ,  W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ,  and th e  
Use o f  Greek M y th , "  C r i t i q u e : S t u d i e s  i n  Modern F i c t i o n . V I I I  ( W in t e r ,  
1 9 6 5 -5 5 ) ,  7 5 -86 .
13 I  am i n d e b t e d  t o  R o b e r t  F i t z g e r a l d ' s  commentary on O edipus  a t
C o l o n u s , t r a n s .  R o b e r t  F i t z g e r a l d  (New York:  H a r c o u r t ,  B ra c e ,  and
Company, 1941) ,  pp .  1 4 5 f f .
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stomach no more o f  M ason 's  i n s i n c e r e  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  h i s  a r t  and h i s  
g l i b  t a l k ,  so  he l e t s  F l a g g  know t h i s  i n  c l e a r ,  f o r c e f u l  l a n g u a g e .  P a r t  
o f  C a s s ' s  t i r a d e  h a s  t o  do w i t h  the s h o r t c o m in g s  and c r im e s  of  America 
and Amer ic ans  l i k e  F l a g g .  But a s  he a t t a c k s  h i s  n a t i v e  l a n d ,  memories 
of  " s i m p l e  homely t h i n g s "  b e g i n  to  f l u s h  t h e  a n g e r  and t h e  h a t e  from 
h i s  mind.  " T h is  r e v e r i e  came upon me a s  I  s a t  t h e r e , "  Cass t e l l s  P e t e r ,  
"and I  t h o u g h t  o f  a l l  t h e s e  t h i n g s  and a s  th e  memories f lowed th ro u g h  
me I  began  t o  f e e l  l i k e  a t o t a l  s t r a n g e r ,  and th e  a n g u i s h  and m y s te ry  
of  m y s e l f . you s ee  - -  o f  who and what  I  was and had b een  and was to  
be - -  a l l  o f  t h e s e  were somehow t i e d  up w i th  t h e s e  v i s i o n s  and sounds 
and s m e l l s  o f  A m er ica ,  which w ere  s l o w l y  b r e a k i n g  my h e a r t "  ( 3 9 7 ) .
With  a c a t c h  in  h i s  t h r o a t ,  he t e l l s  Mason t h a t  " ' t h e  o n ly  t r u e  e x p e r i ­
e n c e ,  by God . . .  i s  th e  one where a man l e a r n s  t o  lo v e  h i m s e l f .  And 
h i s  c o u n t r y ! ' "  ( 3 9 7 - 9 8 ) .  Deep i n s i d e ,  Cass s t i l l  has  hope t h a t  he can  
one day r e t u r n  t o  America and r e c a p t u r e  i t s  p ro m ise  and h i s  i d e n t i t y .
In  a d d i t i o n  to  t h e  f a i n t  hope t h a t  S l o k i n ,  Greek T ragedy ,  and 
Amer ica have g i v e n  Cass  t h a t  l i f e  i s  m e a n i n g f u l ,  he a l s o  h a s  e x p e r i e n c e d  
epiphany - -  " t h e  c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n  o f  a moment i n  t im e  . . . which encom­
p a s s e s  and e x p l a i n s  and j u s t i f i e s  t ime i t s e l f "  ( 2 5 7 ) .  I n  one o f  h i s  
v e r y  low moments i n  P a r i s ,  j u s t  a f t e r  he has  o r d e r e d  Poppy and the  
c h i l d r e n  o u t  of  the  h o u s e ,  Cass s t a r e s  o u t  t h e  window a t  a s p r i n g t i m e  
s c e n e  o f  g r e e n  l e a v e s  and l a d y  b u g s ,  s m e l l i n g  i n  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  b r e e z e  
the  p l e a s a n t l y  m in g led  f r a g r a n c e s  o f  f l o w e r s  and b a k i n g  b r e a d ,  and 
l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  Magic F l u t e  on h i s  r e c o r d  p l a y e r .
And th e n  f i n a l l y ,  i n  a s o r t  o f  d o z e ,  and w i t h  a l l  my h a t r e d  and 
p o i s o n  l o s t  f o r  th e  moment, o r  f o r g o t t e n ,  I  looked  up .  And I ' l l  
swear  a t  t h a t  moment as  I  looked  up i t  was a s  i f  I  were g a z in g  
i n t o  t h e  kingdom o f  h e a v e n .  I  d o n ' t  know q u i t e  how t o  d e s c r i b e  
i t  - -  t h i s  b o n e - b r e a k i n g  moment o f  l o v e l i n e s s .  I  was a l m o s t  s i c k
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w i t h  d e s i r e  and y e a r n i n g  f o r  what  I  saw . . . B rough t  s t r a i g h t  down 
from the  Maker o f  us  a l l !  Ah, my God, how can  I  d e s c r i b e  i t !  I t  
w a s n ' t  j u s t  t h e  s c e n e . you s e e  - -  i t  was th e  s e n s e ,  the  b l e e d i n g  
e s s e n c e  o f  th e  t h i n g .  I t  was a s  i f  I  had been  g iv e n  f o r  a n  i n s t a n t  
t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  n o t  j u s t  b e a u t y  i t s e l f  by i t s  ou tw ard  
s i g n s ,  b u t  th e  o t h e r  - -  t h e  e l s e n e s s  o f  b e a u t y ,  t h i s  c o n t i n u i t y  of  
b e a u t y  i n  the  scheme o f  l i f e  which  t r i u m p h s  even  t o  the  p o i n t  o f  
t a k i n g  i n  s o r d i d n e s s  and s h a b b i n e s s  and u g l i n e s s ,  which goes  on and 
on and on ,  and o f  which t h i s  was o n ly  a moment, I  g u e s s ,  d i v i n e l y  
c r y s t a l i z e d  ( 2 5 6 - 5 7 ) .
C a s s ' s  ep ip h an y  is  n o t  u n l i k e  S h e l l e y ' s  v i s i o n  o f  I n t e l l e c t u a l  B eau ty ,
and l i k e  S h e l l e y ,  Cass i s  d e t e r m in e d  t o  f i n d  an e a r t h l y  embodiment of  h i s
r e v e r  i e .
I n  F r a n c e s c a  R i c c i ,  a b e a u t i f u l  p e a s a n t  g i r l ,  Cass  t h i n k s  t h a t  
he has  found such  a s o u l  ma te .  Even b e f o r e  he a c t u a l l y  knows h e r ,  Cass 
f e e l s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  s o m e th in g  a l m o s t  e t h e r e a l  a bou t  F r a n c e s c a .  For  
exam ple ,  when she comes t o  see  Cass a b o u t  w ork ing  i n  h i s  house  as  a 
s e r v a n t ,  Cass f e e l s ,  t h e  moment she has  v a n i s h e d ,  "a k in d  o f  warm g e n t l e  
j o y  . . . l i k e  a man who knows a t rem endous  s e c r e t "  ( 3 9 0 ) .  L a t e r ,  a f t e r  
t h e y  have f a l l e n  in  love  w i t h  each  o t h e r ,  Cass c a n n o t  b r i n g  h i m s e l f  t o  
have  s e x u a l  i n t e r c o u r s e  w i t h  F r a n c e s c a ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  he i s  a l r e a d y  a 
m a r r i e d  man, b u t  b eca u se  she r e p r e s e n t s  an i d e a l  o f  b e a u t y  and inn o c en ce  
i n  a w o r ld  which i s  o t h e r w i s e  c o r r u p t .  She i s  t o  Cass what  P e y to n  was 
t o  M i l t o n  L o f t i s .  Urang say s  t h a t  she i s  " t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  G n o s t i c  
o r  Manichean  c o i n  . . . th e  p a r a d i s a i c  v i s i o n  o f  p e r f e c t  g oodness  and 
b e a u t y . "  She b r i n g s  Cass  "a v i s i o n  o f  t h i s  o t h e r  w o r l d .  " I  found
some k in d  of  joy i n  h e r ,  you s e e , "  s a y s  Cass  t o  P e t e r ,  " n o t  j u s t  p l e a s u r e  
- -  t h i s  jo y  I  f e l t  I ' d  b een  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a l l  my l i f e ,  and i t  was a l m o s t  
enough to  p r e s e r v e  my s a n i t y  a l l  by i t s e l f .  J o y , you s ee  - -  a k i n d  o f  
s e r e n i t y  and r e p o s e  t h a t  I  n e v e r  r e a l l y  knew e x i s t e d "  ( 4 3 9 - 4 0 ) .
^Urang, p. 198.
I n  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  the  a n g e l i c  F r a n c e s c a ,  Cass  i s  no l o n g e r  a 
c o m p l e t e l y  p a r a l y z e d  a r t i s t .  I n s t e a d  o f  d r i n k i n g  e v e r y  a f t e r n o o n ,  Cass 
somet imes  makes s k e t c h e s  of  h e r  in  "one m a rv e lo u s  l i t t l e  s e c l u d e d  g rove  
where t h e r e  were  w i l l o w s  and a g r a s s y  bank and a s t r e a m  f l o w i n g  th ro u g h  
( 4 4 0 ) .  As Cass  would p a i n t ,  n e i t h e r  of  them would " s a y  a word ,  j u s t  
s i t  t h e r e  s k e t c h i n g  and p o s in g  and l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  w a t e r  f l o w in g  o ve r  
t h e  r o c k s  and t h e  c r i c k e t s  i n  th e  g r a s s  and t h e  c o w b e l l s  on the  s l o p e s .  
I n  t h i s  i d y l l i c  s e t t i n g ,  i t  seemed t o  Cass  t h a t  he was "un d e r  a s p e l l  - 
a s  i f  a l l  . . . madness had been  washed away f o r  th e  moment, c l e a n  . . 
u n to u c h e d  by a n y t h i n g  e x c e p t  t h i s  momentary ,  f a b u l o u s ,  b o u n t i f u l  p e a c e "  
( 4 4 0 ) .
I n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  t h i s  s a c r a m e n t a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  Cass  mee ts  y e t  
a n o t h e r  example of  t h e  p a i n  and t r a g e d y  which a r e  p a r t  o f  the  human 
c o n d i t i o n .  F r a n c e s c a ' s  f a t h e r  ( M i c h e l e ) ,  who i s  t u b e r c u l a r ,  r e c e n t l y  
f e l l  from h i s  r o o f  and b roke  h i s  l e g .  Because  h i s  t u b e r c u l o s i s  i s  
m i l i a r y ,  h i s  l e g  w i l l  n o t  h e a l  p r o p e r l y ,  and t h e  o ld  man l i e s  i n  h i s  
d i r t y ,  f l y - i n f e s t e d  h o v e l  s l o w ly  and p a i n f u l l y  d y i n g .  When F r a n c e s c a  
f i r s t  t a k e s  Cass to  s ee  h e r  f a t h e r ,  he c a n n o t  b e l i e v e  h i s  eyes  o r  h i s  
n o s e .  A lm ost  g a g g in g  as  he b r e a t h e s  the  a i r  which s m e l l s  o f  manure ,  
s o u r  m i l k ,  and r o t t i n g  m e a t ,  Cass  s u d d e n ly  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he h a s  s m e l l e d  
a l l  t h i s  b e f o r e .  " I t  i s  n i g g e r s , "  he t h i n k s ,  "The same t h i n g ,  by God. 
I t  i s  t h e  s m e l l  o f  a b l a c k  s h a r e c r o p p e r ' s  c a b i n  i n  S u ssex  County ,  
V i r g i n i a .  I t  i s  t h e  b l e e d i n g  s t i n k  o f  w r e t c h e d n e s s "  ( 4 1 6 ) .
When Cass  h e a r s  from th e  l o c a l  d o c t o r  t h a t  M ic h e l e  has  no hope 
o f  l i v i n g ,  he i s  d e t e r m i n e d  t h a t  t h i s  s h a l l  n o t  be s o .  Because  o f  h i s  
lo v e  f o r  F r a n c e s c a  and b e c a u s e  M i c h e l e ' s  w r e t c h e d  c o n d i t i o n  t a k e s  Cass 
back  i n  h i s  memory to  s i m i l a r  images o f  w r e t c h e d n e s s  i n  t h e  South  and
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u l t i m a t e l y  t o  h i s  own g u i l t ,  he knows t h a t  he can n o t  t u r n  h i s  back on 
t h e  o ld  man. ' "W ha t  do you mean t h e r e  i s  n o t  a hope i n  t h e  w o r l d ? " '  he 
a s k s  th e  d o c t o r .  ' " I ' m  no d o c t o r  b u t  I  know b e t t e r  t h a n  t h a t !  . . .
There a r e  d ru g s  f o r  t h i s  n o w ! ' "  ( 4 1 8 ) .  C a s s ' s  "need  t o  do s o m e th in g  
had  become l i k e  a p a n i c ,  a f i e r c e  d r i v e  upward and ou tw ard  from h i s  
s e l f  t h a t  had begun t o  c u t  l i k e  f lam e th ro u g h  th e  boozy d r e a m la n d ,  th e  
n i t - p i c k i n g ,  t h e  i n e r t i a ,  t h e  n a v e l - g a z i n g "  ( 4 1 7 - 1 8 ) .  I n  a w or ld  t h a t  
i s  f i l l e d  w i t h  w r e t c h e d n e s s ,  Cass  lo n g s  t o  b r i n g  s a l v a t i o n  t o  a t  l e a s t  
one poor  s u f f e r e r .  I n  h i s  d ru n k e n  day d rea m s ,  he s e e s  h i m s e l f  as  C h r i s t ,  
commanding M iche le  t o  " ' R i s e  u p .  . . . R i s e  up and w a l k ! ' "  ( 4 2 5 ) .
Because o f  h i s  love  f o r  F r a n c e s c a  and h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  M ic h e l e ,
Cass  i s  p a r t i a l l y  a b l e  t o  e s c a p e  th e  d e s p a i r  o f  b e i n g  wrapped up o n ly  
i n  s e l f .  For t h e  f i r s t  t ime i n  a long  w h i l e ,  he i s  a b l e  t o  t u r n  h i s  
t h o u g h t s  ou tw ard  and t o  f o r g e t  f o r  a t ime h i s  own f e e l i n g s  of  g u i l t  and 
f a i l u r e .  I  t h i n k  t h a t  Rubin  o v e r s t a t e s  m a t t e r s  when he s a y s  t h a t  C a s s ' s  
d e v o t i o n  to  F r a n c e s c a  i s  s im p ly  "an  i n s u b s t a n t i a l ,  i d y l l i c  romance"  and 
t h a t  h i s  a t t e m p t s  t o  s ave  M i c h e l e ' s  l i f e  a r e  m e re ly  " q u i x o t i c  and 
f o r l o r n . T h r o u g h  t h e s e  two r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  Cass g a i n s  a v e r y  r e a l  
i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  meaning o f  l o v e .  His lo v e  f o r  F r a n c e s c a  i s  th e  a e s t h e t i c  
lo v e  o f  b e a u t y ,  p u r i t y ,  and t r u t h  f o r  i t s  own s a k e .  His  lo v e  f o r  
M ich e le  i s  t h e  a c t i v e ,  s a c r i f i c i a l  lo v e  t h a t  C h r i s t  commanded o f  h i s  
d i s c i p l e s .  Both k i n d s  mus t  be e x p e r i e n c e d  b e f o r e  Cass  can  d e l i v e r  h im­
s e l f  from im p o te n t  d e s p a i r .  What he l a c k s ,  however ,  i s  lo v e  o f  s e l f .
Cass  f a i l s  t o  s e e  t h a t  u n t i l  he i s  a b l e  t o  f i n d  b e a u t y  and meaning i n  
h i s  own s o u l ,  he c a n n o t  be t r u l y  red ee m ed .  Whi le  Cass  h a s  p r o g r e s s e d
^Rubin ,  The Faraway Country, p.  218.
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t h ro u g h  K i e r k e g a a r d ' s  a e s t h e t i c  mode t o  t h e  e t h i c a l ,  he i s  u n a b l e  t o  
move t o  a r e l i g i o u s  o r  e x i s t e n t i a l  l e v e l . ^
I r o n i c a l l y ,  i n  p a r t i a l l y  f r e e i n g  h i m s e l f  from h i s  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  
w i t h  s e l f ,  Cass  becomes more e n s l a v e d  by Mason F l a g g .  With h i s  PX 
p r i v i l e g e s  and h i s  a b i l i t y  to  g e t  i l l e g a l l y  a l m o s t  a n y t h i n g ,  F l a g g  i s ,
Cass  knows,  t h e  o n l y  p e r s o n  who can  o b t a i n  t h e  d r u g s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t r e a t  
M i c h e l e .  Mason,  however ,  i s  n o t  a b o u t  t o  g i v e  Cass s o m e th in g  f o r  n o t h i n g .  
B e fo re  he w i l l  s u p p l y  Cass  w i t h  m e d i c i n e ,  Cass  h a s  t o  p a i n t  him a 
p o r n o g r a p h i c  p i c t u r e .  Though he r e g r e t s  h a v i n g  t o  make such  a b a r g a i n ,  
Cass  has  no o t h e r  c h o i c e .  When we r e c a l l  t h a t  F l a g g  i s  i n  many r e s p e c t s  
t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  modern s o c i e t y ,  i t  i s  e a s y  t o  see  what  S t y r o n  i s  
im p ly in g  h e r e  a b o u t  th e  di lemma of t h e  s e r i o u s  a r t i s t .  He i s  o n ly  u sed  
and m a n i p u l a t e d  by an  " a f f l u e n t ,  a n t i - h u m a n " ^  s o c i e t y  t h a t  c a r e s  n o t h i n g  
f o r  b e a u t y  o r  t r u t h .
With t h e  d ru g s  he " b u y s"  from F l a g g ,  Cass  i s  a b l e  t o  g iv e  M iche le  
t h e  t r e a t m e n t  he n e e d s .  D e s p i t e  t h i s ,  and d e s p i t e  the  f a c t  t h a t  Cass  i s  
by t h e  o ld  m a n 's  s i d e  " a t  l e a s t  s i x  t i m e s  d a i l y  and o f t e n  more"  ( 4 2 1 ) ,  
M i c h e l e ' s  c o n d i t i o n  grows w orse  and w o r s e .  Combing th ro u g h  t h e  m e d i c a l  
book he h a s ,  Cass f i n d s  o u t  t h a t  he h a s  a chance  o f  s a v i n g  M iche le  i f  he 
can  p r o c u r e  a n o t h e r ,  more p o w e r f u l  d r u g ,  p a r a - a m i n o s a l i c y l i c  a c i d .  Once 
a g a i n ,  he must  swallow h i s  p r i d e  and h i s  h a t r e d  o f  F l a g g  so t h a t  he can
See Dan 0 .  V ia ,  J r . ,  "Law and G race  i n  S t y r o n ' s  S e t  Th i s  House 
on F i r e . "  The J o u r n a l  of  R e l i g i o n . 51 ( A p r i l ,  1 9 7 1 ) ,  1 2 5 -3 6 .  A ls o  see  
K enne th  A. Robb,  " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  Don J u a n , "  C r i t i que :  S t u d i e s  i n  Modern 
F i c t i o n . V I I I  ( W i n t e r ,  1 9 6 5 - 6 6 ) ,  3 4 - 4 6 .
^ M a r c  L .  R a t n e r ,  " R e b e l l i o n  o f  Wrath  and  L a u g h t e r :  S t y r o n ' s  S e t  
T h i s  House on F i r e . "  S o u t h e r n  Review. V I I  (Autumn, 1 9 7 1 ) ,  1012.
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h e l p  F r a n c e s c a ' s  f a t h e r .
H id in g  h i s  i n s i d i o u s  i n t e n t i o n s  b eh in d  "a s m i l e  of  b e n e v o l e n c e "  
( 4 2 3 ) ,  Mason p ro m i s e s  t o  p u r c h a s e  th e  m e d ic in e  Cass  w a n t s  f o r  n o t h i n g .  
When th e  t ime comes t o  d e l i v e r ,  however ,  Mason h o l d s  o u t  on Cass b e c a u se  
he s u s p e c t s  t h a t  h i s  h e r e t o f o r e  c o m p l e t e l y  o b e d i e n t  s l a v e  has  had a t a s t e  
o f  f reedom and w i l l  soon no l o n g e r  be d e p e n d e n t  on him f o r  fo o d ,  money 
o r  l i q u o r .  T h e r e f o r e ,  he  t e l l s  Cass t h a t  he i s  g o in g  to  keep  th e  d rug  
u n t i l  Cass comes t o  h i s  s e n s e s .  ' " L o o k  me up t o n i g h t , '  Mason say s  i n  
a q u e e r  choked v o i c e .  'Maybe w e ' l l  be a b l e  t o  s t r i k e  some s o r t  o f  
b a r g a i n ' "  ( 4 2 9 ) .
Tha t  n i g h t  Mason r a p e s  F r a n c e s c a .  Though he a lways  t a l k e d  a 
g r e a t  dea l  a h o u t  s e x ,  Mason j " 3 t  d i d  n o t  seem l i k e  a r a p i s t  t o  e i t h e r  
P e t e r  o r  C a s s .  His  i n t e r e s t  i n  p o rn o g ra p h y  and h i s  n o t  b e in g  a f a t h e r  
p o i n t e d ,  i f  a n y t h i n g ,  to  h i s  b e i n g  e i t h e r  im p o te n t  o r  hom osexua l .  P u z ­
z l e d  by t h i s  f o r  a lo ng  t im e ,  Cass e v e n t u a l l y  s e e s  t h a t  Mason was in  
r e a l i t y  r a p i n g  h im . " I  j u s t  mean t h i s ,  you s e e , "  he e x p l a i n s  t o  P e t e r :
He mus t  have  u n d e r s t o o d  what  was h a p p e n i n g .  He must  have s e e n  how 
t h i n g s  were  s h a p in g  up .  Because  f o r  more t ime th a n  I  c a r e  t o  t h i n k  
a b o u t  I  had a l l o w e d  him t o  own me - -  o u t  o f  s p i n e l e s s n e s s  a t  f i r s t ,  
o u t  o f  w h i s k e y - g r e e d  and d e s o l a t i o n  of  t h e  s p i r i t ,  b u t  a t  l a s t  o u t  
o f  n e c e s s i t y .  And t h e  p a r a d o x  i s  t h a t  t h i s  s l a v i s h  c o n t a c t  w i th  
Mason t h a t  I  had t o  p r e s e r v e  i n  o r d e r  to  s ave  M ich e le  f r e e d  me to  
come i n t o  t h a t  knowledge  o f  s e l f l e s s n e s s  I  had t h i r s t e d  f o r  l i k e  a 
d y in g  man, and i n t o  a s t a t e  where  such  a t h i n g  as  dependence  on th e  
l i k e s  o f  Mason would be u n h e a r d - o f ,  an i m p o s s i b i l i t y .  And Mason 
u n d e r s t o o d  t h i s ,  too ,  and n o t  so  d im ly  e i t h e r .  . . .  He knew t h a t  f o r  
a w h i l e  he had t h e  p l u p e r f e c t  v i c t i m  - -  a man he c o u l d  own c o m p l e t e l y ,  
and  who l a y  back  and s l o p p e d  up h i s  food  and h i s  d r i n k ,  and who was 
so  c l o s e  to  t o t a l  c o r r u p t i o n  h i m s e l f  t h a t  he g l o r i e d  i n  b e i n g  owned. 
But he s e n s e d ,  t o o ,  t h a t  h i s  v i c t i m  had  changed now, had found some­
t h i n g  - -  some f o c u s ,  some s t r e n g t h ,  some r e a l i t y  - -  and t h i s  was a 
d a n g e ro u s  s i t u a t i o n  f o r  a man who w is h ed  t o  k eep  a f i r m  g r i p  on h i s  
p r o p e r t y :  bum t h a t  I  s t i l l  r e m a in e d ,  each  h o u r  I  s t r o v e  t o  b r i n g
M ic h e l e  back  t o  h e a l t h ,  e ac h  day  I  sw e a te d  and s t r a i n e d  t o  r e g a i n  
my s a n i t y  by t a k i n g  on t h i s  b u rd e n  which  God a l o n e  knows why I  
a c c e p t e d  - -  s ave  t h a t  t o  s h i r k  i t  would have  b e e n  t o  d i e  - -  I  moved 
c l o s e r  t o  a c o n d i t i o n  o f  f reedom ,  and Mason knew i t  even  i f  I  d i d n ' t ,  
and t h i s  he c o u l d n ' t  b e a r  ( 4 4 3 - 4 4 ) .
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By r a p i n g  F r a n c e s c a ,  Mason d e f i l e s  a l l  t h a t  i s  h o l y  i n  C a s s ' s  
l i f e .  "At t h a t  v e r y  moment when th ro u g h  F r a n c e s c a  I  had c o n c e iv e d  o f  
l i f e  a s  h a v i n g  some v e s t i g e  o f  a m e a n i n g , "  Cass t e l l s  P e t e r ,  "he t o r e  
t h a t  meaning  l imb from l i m b "  ( 4 4 4 ) .  Mason becomes f o r  Cass  a symbol o f  
a l l  t h a t  i s  e v i l  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  I t  i s  b e c a u s e  o f  F l a g g  and p e o p l e  l i k e  
him t h a t  p o v e r t y  and p a i n  and w r e t c h e d n e s s  e x i s t .  I f ,  a s  Cass  h a s  come 
t o  b e l i e v e ,  " h e l l  i s  n o t  g i v i n g "  ( 4 5 3 ) ,  t h e n  Mason i s  s u r e l y  S a t a n  h im ­
s e l f .  He i s ,  t o  C a s s ,  a s  Fossum i n d i c a t e s ,  "an A mer ican  S a t a n  l e t  l o o s e
1 8from chaos  t o  w ander  t o  and f r o  upon  th e  e a r t h . "
Cass k i l l s  F l a g g  b e c a u s e  he t h i n k s  t h a t  Mason a l s o  com mit ted  the  
second  r a p e  and m u t i l a t i o n  o f  F r a n c e s c a .  I n  a w o r ld  where t h e r e  i s  no 
m o ra l  o r d e r ,  Cass b e l i e v e s  t h a t  he mus t  be b o th  F l a g g ' s  judge  and  e x e c u ­
t i o n e r  ( 4 4 0 ) .  He a l s o  r a t i o n a l i z e s  t h a t  i n  k i l l i n g  Mason,  he i s  d e s t r o y ­
in g  t h a t  c o r r u p t i o n  i n  h i m s e l f  which a l m o s t  made him g l o r y  i n  b e i n g  
19owned ( 4 4 4 ) .  But  when he l e a r n s  from L u i g i  t h a t  t h e  town i d i o t  
S a v e r i o  was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  F r a n c e s c a ' s  d e a t h ,  Cass i s  s i c k e n e d  " t o  th e  
b o t t o m  o f  h i s  s o u l "  ( 4 8 4 ) .  He h a s  o n ly  added  t o  h i s  a l r e a d y  i n t o l e r a b l e  
f e e l i n g s  of  g u i l t  and  d e s p a i r .  I n s t e a d  o f  d e s t r o y i n g  th e  e v i l  i n  h i m s e l f  
and the  u n i v e r s e ,  Cass  h a s  m e re ly  s t o k e d  th e  A ng lo -Saxon  h e l l - f i r e s  which 
he c a n n o t  r i d  h i m s e l f  o f  ( 2 6 8 ) .
" U t t e r l y  d e r a n g e d "  (478 )  by th e  g u i l t  he  f e e l s  f o r  h i s  own d e e d ,  
by th e  l o s s  o f  t h e  g i r l  he l o v e d ,  by t h e  d e a t h  of  M i c h e l e ,  and by the  
co m p le te  i n j u s t i c e  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f ,  Cass  d e c i d e s  t h a t  he w i l l  k i l l  h i m s e l f  
and e v e r y  member o f  h i s  f a m i l y .  He w i l l  "remove from t h i s  e a r t h  . . . a l l
Fossum, p .  29 .
See G o sse t t ,  p.  129 and Hoffman, p.  156.
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mark and  s i g n  and s t a i n  o f  h i m s e l f ,  h i s  lo v e  and h i s  v a i n  hopes  and h i s
p a t h e t i c  c r e a t i o n s  and h i s  g u i l t  . . ( 4 8 5 ) .  A f t e r  he r e a c h e s  t h e
h o u s e ,  Cass  s l i p s  q u i e t l y  i n t o  P o p p y ' s  room and s t a n d s  by h e r  b e d .
Then he w a lks  t o  th e  window and lo o k s  o u t  t o  t h e  b l a c k  s e a .  Here i s
what  he t e l l s  P e t e r  a b o u t  h i s  f e e l i n g s  and t h o u g h t s  a t  t h a t  moment:
I  f e l t  d r a i n e d  o f  s t r e n g t h  and w i l l ,  p a s t  t h o u g h t  o f  g r i e f ,  p a s t  
t h o u g h t  of  a n y t h i n g  e x c e p t  f o r  t h a t  o l d  v a s t  gnawing h u n g e r  which 
began  t o  grow and grow i n  me l i k e  a f l o w e r .  And a s  I  s a t  t h e r e ,  
w i t h  th e  h u n g e r  g row ing  and b lo s s o m in g  i n s i d e  me, I  knew t h a t  I  
had come t o  t h e  end of  the  r o a d  and had  found n o t h i n g  a t  a l l .  There  
was n o t h i n g .  There was a n u l l i t y  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e  so g r e a t  a s  to  
encompass and drown th e  u n i v e r s e  i t s e l f .  The v a l u e  o f  a m a n ' s  l i f e  
was n o t h i n g ,  and h i s  d e s t i n y  n o t h i n g n e s s .  What more p r o o f  d i d  I  
need  t h a t  I  t r a v e l e d  h a l fw a y  a c r o s s  t h e  e a r t h  i n  s e a r c h  o f  some 
k i n d  o f  s a l v a t i o n ,  and had found i t ,  o n l y  t o  have i t  s h a t t e r e d  i n  
my f i n g e r t i p s ?  What more p r o o f  d i d  I  need  t h a n  t h a t  i n  t h e  b a r g a i n  
I  had s l a i n  a man w ro n g ly ,  had t a k e n  a m a n 's  l i f e .  . . .  I  th o u g h t  
o f  b e i n g .  I  t h o u g h t  o f  n o t h i n g n e s s .  I  p u t  my head i n t o  my h a n d s ,  
and f o r  a moment the  s h a r p  h o r r o r  o f  b e i n g  seemed so  enormous a s  t o  
make the  h o r r o r  o f  n o t h i n g n e s s  l e s s  t h a n  n o t h i n g  by i t s  s i d e ,  and 
I  began  t o  t r e m b l e ,  and f o r  long  m i n u te s  I  s a t  t h e r e ,  w o n d e r in g  i f  
now a t  l a s t  w a s n ' t  t h e  moment t o  t a k e  Poppy and th e  k i d s  i n  a s i n g l e  
s w i f t  h e l l  o f  b lood  and b u t c h e r y ,  and be done w i th  i t  f o r e v e r  (489-  
90) .
Cass does  n o t  k i l l  h i m s e l f  o r  any of  h i s  f a m i l y  b e c a u se  he 
remembers what  h i s  f r i e n d  L u i g i  t o l d  him o n l y  an  h o u r  ago a t  the  p o l i c e  
s t a t i o n .  A f t e r  r u n n in g  away from Sambuco and h i d i n g  i n  a cave  n e a r  t h e  
s e a ,  Cass  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  v i l l a g e  so t h a t  he can  be p u n i s h e d  a s  q u i c k l y  
a s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  m u rd e r in g  F l a g g .  When L u i g i  t e l l s  Cass  t h a t  he h a s  l i e d  
t o  th e  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  and c o n v in c e d  them t h a t  Mason commit ted  s u i c i d e ,
Cass  i s  f u r i o u s .  To be g u i l t y  of  a c r im e  and t h e n  t o  be p u n i s h e d  f o r  i t  
i s  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  an e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h o u t  i t s  own a n g u i s h .  But t o  be 
g u i l t y  o f  a c r im e  and n o t  r e c e i v e  pu n is h m e n t  i s  f a r  w o r s e .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  
c a s e ,  Cass  can  a t  l e a s t  f e e l  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  some m ora l  o r d e r  i n  t h e  
u n i v e r s e  whereby  e v i l  i s  e v e n t u a l l y  p u n i s h e d .  I n  th e  second  c a s e ,  however ,  
Cass  f e e l s  t h a t  i f  he i s  n e v e r  t o  be p u n i s h e d  f o r  h i s  c r i m e s ,  th e n  th e
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u n i v e r s e  i s  e i t h e r  a c t i v e l y  m a l e v o l e n t  o r  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  a l l  human a c t s .
To C a s s ,  f reedom would mean o n ly  t h a t  he c o u l d  r e t u r n  to  a c h a o t i c ,  
m e a n i n g l e s s  e x i s t e n c e  i n  a w o r ld  w i t h o u t  God o r  any  m ora l  o r d e r .  This  
id e a  f i l l s  him w i th  p a n i c :  " t h e  n o t i o n  o f  t h i s  aw fu l  and imminent
l i b e r t y  was f r i g h t e n i n g  to  me as  t h a t  t e r r o r  t h a t  must  overcome p eop le  
who d r e a d  open s p a c e s .  The f e e l i n g  was t h e  same.  Y e a rn in g  f o r  e n c l o s u r e ,  
f o r  c o n f i n e m e n t ,  I  was f a c e d  w i t h  n o t h i n g  b u t  th e  v i s t a  o f  f reedom  l i k e  
a wide and empty p l a i n "  ( 4 9 2 ) .
L u i g i  t e l l s  C as s ,  " 'You s i n  in  y ou r  g u i l t ! ' "  ( 4 9 4 ) .  What he 
means i s  t h a t  Cass can  see  o n l y  the  e v i l  i n  h i s  l i f e  and i n  the  w or ld  
a round  him. He wal lows  i n  h i s  " h id e o u s  s e n s e  o f  g u i l t "  ( 4 9 7 ) ,  b lam ing  
h i m s e l f  f o r  th e  f a l l e n  s t a t e  o f  man. Cass s t i l l  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  
some God he c a n n o t  f i n d  o r  some m ora l  code t h a t  he i s  u n a b l e  t o  l i v e  up 
t o .  He does  n o t  s ee  t h a t  a l l  men a r e  i m p e r f e c t  and c o n s c i o u s l y  o r  s u b ­
c o n s c i o u s l y  c o n s i d e r  th e m s e lv e s  as  p r i s o n e r s  i n  s o l i t a r y  co n f in e m e n t  in  
a p r i s o n  where th e  J a i l e r  has  gone away.  The o n ly  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s a l v a ­
t i o n  l i e s  i n  h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and a c c e p t i n g  h i s  f a t e  i n  an  a b s u r d  w or ld  
and th e n  e n j o y i n g  what  t h e r e  i s  i n  l i f e  to  e n j o y .  " ' C o n s i d e r  th e  good 
in  y o u r s e l f ! ' "  L u i g i  t e l l s  C a s s .  " ' C o n s i d e r  hope!  C o n s id e r  j o y ! ' "  ( 4 9 9 ) .
L u i g i ' s  words come back to  Cass as  he s t a n d s  r e a d y  t o  remove 
a l l  t r a c e  o f  h i m s e l f  from th e  e a r t h .  He t h i n k s  once more of  F r a n c e s c a  
and M iche le  and a l l  t h a t  he has  l o s t ,  b u t  " t h e  g r i e f  came back i n  a wave,  
t h e n  i t  went  away" ( 4 9 9 ) .  Even t h o u g h t s  o f  Mason c a n n o t  s t i r  Cass to  
a n g e r .  I n  t h i s  moment, he u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  he e x i s t s  i n  an a b s u r d  w or ld  
where a m an 's  o n ly  c h o i c e  i s  be tween  b e i n g  and n o t h i n g n e s s .  I n s t e a d  of  
f e e l i n g  a s u i c i d a l  g u i l t ,  Cass  can  now c o n c l u d e ,  l i k e  h i s  h e r o  O ed ipus ,  
t h a t  a l l  i s  w e l l .  He w i l l  n o t  k i l l  h i m s e l f .  He w i l l  a c c e p t  the  a b s u r d
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s t a t e  o f  th e  u n i v e r s e  and be s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  c r e a t i n g  what  he can  c r e a t e ,  
i n  b e i n g  what  he can be .  He w i l l  r e t u r n  to  America w i t h  h i s  f a m i l y  and 
s t a r t  l i f e  a f r e s h .
The p rob lem  w i th  C a s s ' s  sudden  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  
u n c o n v i n c i n g  d r a m a t i c a l l y .  Are we t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  an h o u r - l o n g  l e c t u r e  
by a p o l i c e m a n  on F rench  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  overcome the 
d e s p a i r  Cass  f e e l s  a f t e r  F r a n c e s c a  and M ich e le  a r e  dead? L i k e w i s e ,  a r e  
we to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s im p ly  by a c c e p t i n g  b e i n g  o v e r  n o t h i n g n e s s  (w hich  i n  
te rm s  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  in  the  n o v e l  means o n ly  t h a t  Cass  does  n o t  k i l l  h i s  
f a m i l y  o r  h i m s e l f )  Cass s u d d e n ly  can shed  h i s  t e r r i b l e  s e n s e  o f  g u i l t  
and h i s  need t o  e x p l a i n  th e  o r i g i n  and n a t u r e  of  e v i l ?  And f i n a l l y ,  a r e  
we to  b e l i e v e  t h a t  L u i g i ' s  speech  i s  c o n v i n c i n g  enough t o  make Cass want 
t o  r e t u r n  im m e d ia te ly  to  A merica?  Yet Cass a l m o s t  i n s t a n t a n e o u s l y  does  
overcome h i s  b i t t e r n e s s ,  l o s e  h i s  p a r a l y z i n g  s e n s e  of  g u i l t ,  s im p ly  a c c e p t  
e v i l  a s  an  i n e x t r i c a b l e  f o r c e  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e ,  and view America n o t  a s  
a "doomed l a n d "  b u t  as  a c o u n t r y  o f  b e a u t y  and p ro m ise  ( 4 9 9 ) .
I n  S t y r o n ' s  t e rm s ,  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  C a s s ' s  a t t e m p t  t o  a c h i e v e
s a l v a t i o n  th ro u g h  C h r i s t i a n  love  and s a c r i f i c e  i s  t h a t ,  w i t h  God dead
and Heaven o n ly  a myth,  i t  i s  no l o n g e r  p o s s i b l e .  As R ic h a rd  P e a rc e
s a y s ,  "The power t h a t  e n e r g i z e s  t h e  w o r ld  i s  . . . t h e  B e a s t  of  R e v e l a -  
20t i o n . "  The L o n n i e s ,  t h e  S a v e r i o e s ,  and th e  F l a g g s  of  the  e a r t h  a r e  
a lways  l u r k i n g  j u s t  o u t  of  s i g h t ,  em erg ing  when l e a s t  e x p e c t e d  t o  v i o l a t e  
s e n s e l e s s l y  what  i s  b e a u t i f u l ,  good,  o r  p u r e .  But i t  does  n o t  seem 
p r o b a b l e  t h a t  L u i g i ' s  e x i s t e n t i a l  s e t  speech  c o u l d  im m e d ia te ly  f i l l  t h e  
v o i d  c r e a t e d  by th e  f a i l u r e  o f  C h r i s t i a n  lo v e  and s a c r i f i c e .  I t  t h e r e f o r e
Pearce,  p. 35.
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seems to  me t h a t  S t y r o n  o f f e r s  us a r h e t o r i c a l ,  n o t  a d r a m a t i c ,  s o l u t i o n  
t o  C a s s ' s  p r e d i c a m e n t .  P e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  he c o u l d  n o t  r e s o l v e  h i m s e l f  th e  
many s o c i a l  and mora l  p rob lem s  he posed  f o r  Cass and P e t e r ,  S t y r o n  was 
f o r c e d  to  l e t  the  e x i s t e n t i a l  l a n g u a g e  of  the n o v e l  s e r v e  as  a deus  ex 
ma c h i n a .
Whether  C a s s ' s  r e d e m p t i o n  i s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  c o n v i n c i n g  o r  n o t ,  
P e t e r  l e a r n s  from C a s s ' s  s t o r y  t h a t  each  man must  u l t i m a t e l y  be h i s  own 
r e d e e m e r .  There  i s  no God who s i t s  i n  judgment o v e r  man and damns o r  
s a v e s  him. L i k e w i s e ,  t h e r e  i s  no s o c i a l  o r  m ora l  s y s t e m  w hich  can 
d e l i v e r  a man from d e s p a i r .  Man must  f i r s t  have f a i t h  i n  h i m s e l f ;  he 
must  f i n d  j o y ,  and hope ,  and goodness  i n  h i s  own b e i n g .  Only th e n  can 
he f i n d  meaning  i n  the  e x t e r n a l  w o r l d .  Once P e t e r  h a s  t h i s  u n d e r s t a n d ­
in g ,  he can  a c c e p t  h i s  a u t o m o b i l e  c o l l i s i o n  w i t h  t h e  p e a s a n t ,  L u c i a n  d i  
L i e t o ,  f o r  what  i t  r e a l l y  was - -  an  a c c i d e n t  t h a t  was u n a v o i d a b l e .  L ike  
C as s ,  he now knows t h a t  man c a n n o t  blame h i m s e l f  f o r  t h e  a c c i d e n t - p r o n e  
d i  L i e t o e s  o f  t h i s  w o r ld  any  more th a n  he can  th e  b i g o t e d  L onn ie s  o r  
the  h a l f - w i t  S a v e r i o e s .  S t y r o n  e m p h a s i z e s  t h i s  i n  t h e  l e t t e r  t o  P e t e r  
t h a t  ends  t h e  n o v e l .  The S i s t e r s  o f  "The I n t e r n a t i o n a l  H o s p i t a l  o f  t h e  
B l e s s e d  Redeemer"  i n  N a p le s  w r i t e  P e t e r  t h a t  t h e y  w i l l  no l o n g e r  need 
a check  from him t o  pay f o r  d i  L i e t o ' s  c a r e  b e c a u s e  th e  I t a l i a n  s u d d e n ly  
s p r a n g  o u t  o f  h i s  bed " l i k e  a P h o e n ix  r i s e n  from t h e  a s h e s  o f  h i s  own 
a f f l i c t i o n "  ( 5 0 6 ) .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  th e  w o r ld  r e m a in s  a b s u r d .  The S i s t e r  
in fo rm s  P e t e r  t h a t  i n  t h e  l i d s t  o f  w r i t i n g  h e r  l e t t e r ,  d i  L i e t o  was 
r e a d m i t t e d  t o  th e  h o s p i t a l  b e c a u s e  he f e l l  down a f l i g h t  o f  s t a i r s  a t  
h i s  home and b roke  h i s  c o l l a r  bone .
CHAPTER IV
THE PROFESSIONS OF NAT TURNER
- -  ' *Nigger l i f e  a i n 11 w o r th  p ig  s h i t  . . . mought make a_ 
n i g g e r  w o r th  s o m e t h i n ' t o  h i s s e l f  t r y i n 1 t o  g i t  f r e e , 
even  i f  he d o n 11 . "  - -  W i l l
I n  h i s  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  George P l im p to n  i n  th e  New York T im e s , 
S t y r o n  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat T u r n e r  (1967)  i s  a " s o r t  
o f  r e l i g i o u s  p a r a b l e  and a s t o r y  o f  e x c u l p a t i o n . "  The n o v e l  t r i e s  to  
show, he s a i d ,  how "Old T e s tam en t  s a v a g e r y  and r e v e n g e  ^ a r e j  redeemed 
by New T es tam en t  c h a r i t y  and b r o t h e r h o o d  - -  a f f i r m a t i o n . " ^  Though t h i s  
c o n f l i c t  be tw een  Old T e s t a m e n t  r e t r i b u t i o n  and New T es tam en t  f o r g i v e n e s s  
i s  o b v i o u s l y  a c e n t r a l  one i n  The C o n fe s s  io n s  o f  Nat  T u r n e r , t h e  n o v e l  
c a n n o t  be e x p l a i n e d  s im p ly  by o p p o s in g  t h e o l o g i c a l  a t t i t u d e s .  I t  a l s o  
t r i e s  t o  show, I  t h i n k ,  how N a t ' s  c h i l d h o o d  f a i t h  i n  w h i t e  p u r i t y  and 
b e n e v o l e n c e  i s  r e p l a c e d  by a f a i t h  i n  a w r a t h f u l ,  Old T e s t a m e n t  God of  
r e t r i b u t i o n  ( u n d e r l y i n g  which  i s  an  e x i s t e n t i a l  c o n c e p t  o f  commitment 
and a c t i o n )  and how t h i s  f a i t h  i s  s u b s e q u e n t l y  m o d i f i e d  by th e  s p i r i t  o f  
love  ( e x p r e s s e d  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  t h r o u g h  New T e s t a m e n t  r h e t o r i c ) .
N a t ' s  i s  n o t  a q u e s t  f o r  f a i t h  p e r  s e ; h e  a lw ays  h a s  f a i t h  i n  
s o m e t h in g .  R a t h e r ,  h i s  i s  a q u e s t  f o r  a t r u l y  m e a n i n g f u l ,  r edee m ing  
f a i t h ,  a f a i t h  w hich  w i l l  make him a f r e e  and co m p le te  man i n s t e a d  o f  a
^ " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n :  A S ha red  O r d e a l , "  New York Times Book Review 
( O c t o b e r  8,  1 967 ) ,  p.  34.
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s l a v e .  Throughou t  th e  n o v e l ,  we s ee  Nat  b e i n g  f o r c e d  by e x p e r i e n c e  to  
change o r  modify  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  s e l f ,  o f  t h e  w o r ld  a round  him, and 
u l t i m a t e l y  o f  God. The q u e s t i o n  t h a t  he mus t  an sw er  i n  the  end i s ,  I s  
my f a i t h  now such  t h a t  i t  e x p l a i n s  and j u s t i f i e s  my p a s t  and g i v e s  me
hope f o r  the  f u t u r e ?
We have s e e n  i n  S t y r o n ' s  e a r l i e r  books  how each  o f  the  c h i e f
f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  a f t e r  f i n d i n g  h i m s e l f  im p r i s o n e d  o r  damned,  i s
f o r c e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  h i s  a c t i o n s  i n  t im e  p a s t  and p a s s  judgment on h i s  own
s o u l .  As Gunnar Urang h a s  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  t ime p r e s e n t  i s  Judgment Day f o r
2
each  of  S t y r o n ' s  h e r o e s .  I n  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  N a t  T u rn e r  t h i s  i s  q u i t e  
l i t e r a l l y  t h e  c a s e ,  a s  t h e  t i t l e  o f  P a r t  I  ( " Judgm en t  Day") i n d i c a t e s .
Nat  s i t s  i n  h i s  c e l l  a w a i t i n g  th e  h o u r  when he w i l l  be b r o u g h t  t o  t r i a l  
f o r  h i s  i n s u r r e c t i o n  and sum m ar i ly  s e n t e n c e d  t o  d i e .  But even  though 
s o c i e t y  ( a t  l e a s t  w h i t e  s o c i e t y )  h a s  a l r e a d y  found him g u i l t y ,  i n  h i s  
own mind he i s  u n c o n v in c e d  t h a t  he h a s  done wrong,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
h i s  r e v o l t  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  d e a t h s  o f  o v e r  a h u n d red  p e o p l e ,  b o th  b l a c k  
and w h i t e ,  and p u t  to  an end any p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  th e  e m a n c i p a t i o n  o f  t h e  
b l a c k  man, a p o s s i b i l i t y  t h e n  b e i n g  d e b a t e d  i n  V i r g i n i a .  T h e r e f o r e ,  i n  
t h e  q u i e t  o f  t h e  autumn a f t e r n o o n ,  Nat r a i s e s  h i s  e y e s  skyward and a s k s ,
"Then what  I done was w r o n g . L o r d ? And i f  what  _I done was w ro n g , i s
t h e r e  no r e d e m p t i o n ?" ( 1 1 5 ) .  R e c e i v i n g  no answ er  f rom God, he r e t u r n s
i n  memory t o  "Old Times P a s t "  i n  s e a r c h  o f  th e  meaning  and t h e  m o r a l i t y
o f  h i s  b lo o d y  r e b e l l i o n .
To t h e  young N a t ,  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l  i s  P a r a d i s e  and "Marse Sam" i s  
a w is e  and k i n d  d e i t y .  "At t h a t  t i m e , "  s a y s  N a t ,  "my r e g a r d  f o r  him
2 Urang, A dvers i ty  and Grace. pp. 18 5 f f .
i s  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  th e  f e e l i n g  one s h o u ld  b e a r  o n ly  toward t h e  D i v i n i t y "  
( 1 2 6 ) .  Because  he h a s  an u n q u e s t i o n i n g  f a i t h  i n  h i s  w h i t e  m a s t e r s ,  he 
v ie w s  l i f e  and the  f u t u r e  w i t h  th e  c o n f i d e n c e  and t h e  g r e a t  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
o f  any n o n - s l a v e ,  w e l l - a d j u s t e d  t w e l v e - y e a r - o l d  boy.  His  f e e l i n g  o f  abs  
l u t e  w e l l - b e i n g  i s  c a p t u r e d  on an A p r i l  e v e n in g  i n  a s cene  i n v o l v i n g  Nat 
t h e  T u rn e r  f a m i l y ,  and a t r a v e l i n g  sa le s m a n  o f  farm eq u ip m e n t .  " S p r i n g ­
t ime , "  Nat  t h i n k s  t o  h i m s e l f  i n  be tween  t r i p s  a round  th e  d i n n e r  t a b l e  
w i t h  t h e  c i d e r  p i t c h e r .  " F u l l  s p r i n g t i d e . s p r i n g , s p r i n g , s p r i n g . . . . 
I  am f i l l e d  w i t h  i n e x p l i c a b l e  h a p p i n e s s  and a s e n s e  of  t a n t a l i z i n g  
p r o m i s e "  ( 1 2 3 ) .  His  h a p p i n e s s  i s  i n c r e a s e d  even  f a r t h e r  a f t e r  he s u c ­
c e s s f u l l y  s p e l l s  the word " c o lu m b in e "  f o r  t h e  v i s i t i n g  t r a d e r .  T h in k in g  
o f  h i s  a cc o m p l i sh m e n t ,  Nat f e e l s  " w i l d l y  a l i v e . "  " I  s h i v e r  f e v e r i s h l y ,  
he s a y s ,  " i n  t h e  g l o r y  of  s e l f "  ( 1 2 5 ) .  That  n i g h t  i n  bed ,  unaware as  
y e t  o f  the h a r s h  r e a l i t i e s  of a s l a v e  s o c i e t y ,  he can  " s i n k  away i n t o  
some s t r a n g e  dream f i l l e d  w i t h  i n c h o a t e  p ro m ise  and a v o i c e l e s s ,  h o v e r ­
in g  jo y "  ( 1 2 8 ) .
Nat  f e e l s  such  jo y  b e c a u se  he i s  a f a v o r i t e  of  a l l  t h e  w h i t e  
T u r n e r s ,  and t h e  T u rn e r s  t o  him a r e  a lm o s t  d i v i n e .  I f  Marse Sam i s  
A p o l lo  t o  young N a t ,  t h e n  h i s  w i f e  N e l l  i s  A th e n a .  I t  i s  s h e ,  a l o n g  
w i t h  h e r  o l d e s t  d a u g h t e r ,  who t e a c h e s  him to  r e a d ,  w r i t e ,  add and s u b ­
t r a c t .  At C h r i s tm a s  t h e s e  " g l o s s y - h a i r e d  s e r a p h s "  (156)  rew ard  N at  f o r  
h i s  d i l i g e n t  s t u d y  w i t h  a g i f t  o f  a B i b l e ,  p r o b a b l y  making him " t h e  
o n ly  b l a c k  boy in  V i r g i n i a  who p o s s e s s e d  a book"  ( 1 7 4 ) .  The o t h e r  
goddess  in  t h e  T u rn e r  h o u s e h o ld  i s  Marse Sam's  y o u n g e s t  d a u g h t e r ,  Miss 
Emmeline.  " I  w o r s h ip e d  h e r , "  s a y s  N a t ,  " w i th  t h e  c h a s t e ,  e v a n g e l i c a l  
p a s s i o n  t h a t  cou ld  o n ly  be n u r t u r e d  i n  the  i n n o c e n t  h e a r t  o f  a boy l i k e  
m y s e l f ,  r e a r e d  in  s u r r o u n d i n g s  where women ( a t  l e a s t  w h i t e  l a d i e s )
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seemed t o  f l o a t  l i k e  b u b b le s  i n  an  im macula te  e f f u l g e n c e  o f  p u r i t y  and 
p e r f e c t i o n "  ( 1 7 6 - 7 7 ) .
S pa red  from th e  work of  t h e  m i l l  and f i e l d ,  and l i v i n g  n o t  in  a 
s h a n t y  w i t h  o t h e r  b l a c k s  b u t  i n  the  same house w i th  h i s  w h i t e  gods ,  Nat 
b e g i n s  t o  t h i n k  o f  t h e  f i e l d  Negroes  "as  a lower  o r d e r  o f  p e o p l e  - -  r a g t a g  
mob, c o a r s e ,  r a u c o u s ,  c l o w n i s h ,  u n c o u t h .  For  even  as  a c h i l d , "  s ay s  
N a t ,  " I  am con tem p tuous  and a l o o f ,  f i l l e d  w i t h  d i s d a i n  f o r  the  b l a c k  
r i f f r a f f  which d w e l l s  beyond the  p e r i m e t e r  o f  t h e  b i g  h o u s e "  ( 1 3 5 - 3 6 ) .
Th is  con tem ptuous  a t t i t u d e  toward  t h e  f i e l d  Negroes  i s  a l s o  d e r i v e d  in  
p a r t  from t h a t  o f  the  o t h e r  house  s e r v a n t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  m o th e r .
" 'U s  f o l k s  i n  de house  i s  q u a l i t y ! 1" s ay s  N a t ' s  mother  t o  a n o t h e r  house 
s e r v a n t .  " 'And we a i n ' t  g o t  no o u th o u s e  f o r  ou r  own s e l f s ,  h i t ' s  a c r y ­
in g  shame! I  vow dem c o r n f i e l d  n i g g e r s  i s  de a k s h u l  l i m i t . . . . D r u th e r  
go t o  de p r i v y  s e t t i n '  ' l o n g s i d e  some o l e  sow dan one dem c o r n f i e l d  
n i g g e r  w o m a n s ! ' "  ( 1 3 6 ) .
Because  he can  r e a d  l i k e  th e  w h i t e s ,  Nat makes a f a r t h e r  d i s t i n c ­
t i o n  be tween  h i m s e l f  and th e  s l a v e s  who work o u t s i d e  the  b i g  h o u s e .  " I  
b e g i n  more and m o r e , "  s ay s  N a t ,  " t o  r e g a r d  the  Negroes  o f  t h e  m i l l  and 
f i e l d  as  c r e a t u r e s  b e n e a t h  co n te m p t ,  so devo id  o f  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  I  had 
come t o  c o n n e c t  w i t h  the  s h e l t e r e d  and r e s p e c t a b l e  l i f e  t h a t  th e y  were 
n o t  w o r th  even  my d e r i s i o n "  ( 1 6 9 ) .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  on C h r i s tm a s  Eve,  the  
s i g h t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  Negroes  r e c e i v i n g  t h e i r  c h i l d i s h  g i f t s  (he  had been  
g i v e n  a b ook ! )  f i l l s  him " w i th  a l o a t h i n g  so i n t e n s e  t h a t  i t  was a k i n  to  
d i s g u s t ,  b e l l y  s i c k n e s s "  ( 1 7 4 ) .
N a t ' s  e d u c a t i o n  n o t  o n ly  s e p a r a t e s  him from the  f i e l d  Negroes  
b u t  from the  o t h e r  house  s e r v a n t s  a s  w e l l .  S u p e r i o r  though th e y  
migh t  be t o  the f i e l d  N e g ro e s ,  none o f  them can r ead  o r  w r i t e .  And 
p e r h a p s  more i m p o r t a n t l y ,  none ( w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  of  Wash) a r e  young.
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T h e r e f o r e ,  though s u r r o u n d e d  by o t h e r  b l a c k s ,  Nat  i s  r e a l l y  n o t  a p a r t  
o f  t h e  Negro community a t  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l .  On the  o t h e r  h a n d ,  though  he 
l i k e s  to  i d e n t i f y  h i m s e l f  w i t h  th e  T u rn e r s  b e c a u se  o f  h i s  e d u c a t i o n  and 
h i s  u n u s u a l  h o u s e h o ld  s t a t u s ,  he i s  n o t  a p a r t  of  th e  w h i t e  community 
e i t h e r .  Nat  may be " t h e  d a r l i n g ,  t h e  l i t t l e  b l a c k  j e w e l  o f  T u r n e r ' s  
M i l l "  ( 1 6 9 ) ,  b u t  he i s  an " ' e x p e r i m e n t ' "  (155)  t o  them and no t  a human 
be i n g .
R e a l i z i n g  t h a t  h i s  e x p e r i m e n t a l  c r e a t i o n  h a s  t o o  much a b i l i t y  to  
w as te  i n  w a i t i n g  on t a b l e s  and p o l i s h i n g  s i l v e r ,  Sam T u r n e r  makes Nat 
an a p p r e n t i c e  c a r p e n t e r .  T h i s  p o s i t i o n  t a k e s  Nat  even  f a r t h e r  away from 
th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  a v e r a g e  s l a v e .  Working s i d e - b y - s i d e  w i t h  th e  w h i t e ,  
m a s t e r  c a r p e n t e r  named G o a t ,  he  can a l m o s t  f o r g e t  t h a t  he i s  b l a c k  and 
a s l a v e .  When he and Goat  r e p a i r  t h e  Negro c a b i n s ,  however ,  Nat i s  made 
a c u t e l y  aware o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t ,  though  e d u c a t e d  and c l e a n  of  body,  he 
to o  i s  somehow a p a r t  o f  t h e  odor  t h a t  p e rm e a te s  each  s h a n t y  - -  " t h e  
s t i n k  of  sweat  and g r e a s e  and p i s s  and n i g g e r  o f f a l ,  o f  r a n c i d  pork  and 
c r o t c h  and a r m p i t  and b l a c k  t o i l  and s t r a w  t i c k s  s t a i n e d  w i t h  b a b i e s '  
vom i t  - -  an a b y s s a l  od o r  o f  human d e f e a t  r e v o l t i n g  and i r r e d e e m a b l e "  
( 1 8 4 ) .  The new im m igran t  G o a t ,  a s  one m igh t  e x p e c t ,  i s  h i g h l y  c r i t i c a l  
of  b l a c k s .  " ' A i ,  Y i ,  Y i ,  he w h i s p e r s  to  h i m s e l f ,  " ' d e s e  p e o p le  n o t  
a n i m a l s  e v e n . ' "  "At such  mom ents ,"  Nat  s a y s ,  " d e s p i t e  m y s e l f ,  the  
b lo o d - s h a m e ,  t h e  d i s g r a c e  I  f e l t  a t  b e i n g  a n i g g e r  a l s o ,  was s h a r p  as  a 
sword th ro u g h  my g u t s "  ( 1 8 4 ) .  Nat a l s o  s e n s e s  t h a t  s o m e th ing  i s  awry 
w i th  h i s  v iew o f  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l  a s  Eden and Samuel T u rn e r  a s  a b e n e v o l e n t  
d e i t y .
On a t  l e a s t  two o t h e r  o c c a s i o n s  d u r i n g  h i s  c h i l d h o o d ,  Nat 
w i t n e s s e s  t h e  q u i t e  human n a t u r e  of  h i s  w h i t e  gods and g o d d e s s e s .  When
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he i s  abou t  s i x t e e n  y e a r s  o l d ,  he a c c i d e n t a l l y  s tu m b l e s  one n i g h t  upon 
one o f  the T u rn e r  s e r a p h s  making love  t o  h e r  c o u s i n .  A s t o n i s h e d  and 
f a s c i n a t e d ,  Nat l i s t e n s  t o  Emmeline p a n t  and g ro an  i n  t h e  d a r k :  " 'Oh
mercy . . .  Oh God . . .  Oh J e s u s ' "  ( 1 8 0 ) .  He a l s o  h e a r s  h e r  say  t o  
h e r  c o u s i n  a f t e r  t h e y  have f i n i s h e d  t h e i r  lo vem ak ing ,  " ' T h i s  God dammed 
h o r r i b l e  p l a c e .  I  would even  go back t o  M ary land  and become a whore 
a g a i n ,  and a l l o w  the  o n ly  man I  e v e r  loved  to  s e l l  my body on the s t r e e t s  
o f  B a l t i m o r e .  Get your  God Damned hands  o f f  me and d o n ' t  speak  a n o t h e r  
word to  me a g a i n ! " '  ( 1 8 2 ) .  Nat i s  h o r r i f i e d  by what  he has  s een  and 
h e a r d .  " I n  t r u t h , "  he s a y s ,  " such  an  e p i s o d e  had  the  e f f e c t  o f  a l t e r ­
in g  my e n t i r e  v i s i o n  of  w h i t e  women. For  now th e  f low o f  s a i n t l i n e s s  
which had s u r ro u n d e d  Miss Emmeline i n  my mind dimmed, f l i c k e r e d  o u t ,  
d i s a p p e a r e d "  ( 1 8 3 ) .  When he m a s t u r b a t e s  i n  t h e  c a r p e n t e r  shop on 
S a t u r d a y ,  i t  i s  Miss Emmeline t h a t  he im ag ines  making love  t o .
An e a r l i e r  s e x u a l  i n c i d e n t  t h a t  Nat w i t n e s s e s  i s  p e rh a p s  even  
more d i s t u r b i n g  to  him, the  r a p e  o f  h i s  m othe r  by the  I r i s h  o v e r s e e r  
o f  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l .  What d i s t u r b s  Nat a s  much a s  the  a c t u a l  v i o l a t i o n  of  
h i s  m othe r  i s  t h e  sudden  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  w h i t e  p e o p l e  engage in  s e x u a l  
i n t e r c o u r s e .  As he w a tc h e s  h i s  m othe r  r e s p o n d  t o  the  I r i s h m a n ' s  l o v e -  
m aking ,  Nat t h i n k s ,  " I n  the  madness o f  c o m p le te  in n o c en ce  I  had th o u g h t  
sex  was t h e  p a s t i m e ,  o r  h a b i t ,  o r  o b s e s s i o n ,  o r  s o m e th in g  o f  n i g g e r s  
a l o n e "  ( 1 4 8 ) .  Of c o u r s e ,  Nat i s  a l s o  aware t h a t  h i s  m o th e r  i s  b e in g  
t r e a t e d  by t h e  w h i t e  man, n o t  as  a human b e i n g ,  b u t  a s  an  o b j e c t  o r  a 
p i e c e  o f  m e rc h a n d i s e .  When the  o v e r s e e r  f i n a l l y  l e a v e s  th e  k i t c h e n ,
Nat s a y s :  " I  f e e l  a s e n s e  o f  my w e a k n e s s ,  my s m a l l n e s s ,  my d e f e n s e l e s s ­
n e s s ,  my n i g g e r n e s s  i n v a d i n g  me l i k e  a wind t o  th e  marrow o f  my bones"  
( 1 5 0 ) .  Here Nat  s e e s  t h a t  a l l  w h i t e s  a r e  n o t  b e n e v o l e n t  d e i t i e s  who 
have h i s  w e l f a r e  i n  mind.
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D e s p i t e  t h e s e  w h i t e  p e o p l e ' s  f e e t - o f - c l a y , Nat c o n t i n u e s  t o  have  
a b s o l u t e  f a i t h  i n  h i s  m a s t e r ,  Sam T u r n e r .  And T u r n e r  d o e s ,  i n  f a c t ,  
a p p e a r  t o  d e s e r v e  N a t ' s  w o r s h i p  o f  h im ,  b e c a u s e  he d e c i d e s  to  c a r r y  h i s  
e x p e r i m e n t  to  i t s  l o g i c a l  c o n c l u s i o n  and g i v e  Nat  h i s  f reedom .  On a 
r i d e  to  J e r u s a l e m  one l a t e  summer day ,  T u rn e r  p ro m i s e s  Nat  t h a t  he w i l l  
no l o n g e r  be a s l a v e  when he becomes t w e n t y - f i v e .  At f i r s t ,  t h e  id e a  
o f  f reedom  i s  q u i t e  u n s e t t l i n g  to  N a t .  " B u t , "  he s a y s ,  "my w o r s t  f e a r s  
b eg an  t o  m e l t  away even  t h a t  morn ing  as  we a p p ro a c h e d  J e r u s a l e m ,  when 
l i k e  some b l e s s e d  warmth t h e r e  s l o w l y  c r e p t  o v e r  me an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  
t h i s  g i f t  o f  my own s a l v a t i o n ,  which o n ly  one i n  God knew how many 
th o u s a n d s  of  Negroes  c o u l d  hope e v e r  t o  r e c e i v e  and was beyond a l l  
p r i z i n g "  ( 1 9 5 ) .  H ere ,  N a t ' s  d e v o t i o n  t o  Samuel T u rn e r  knows no bounds .
His  god h a s  j u s t i f i e d  h i s  f a i t h  w i t h  a p rom ise  o f  new l i f e .
S u b s e q u e n t  t o  t h i s  p rom ise  o f  f reedom ,  th o u g h ,  N a t ' s  f a i t h  i n  
Marse Sam i s  s e v e r e l y  s h a k e n .  The one c l o s e  c h i l d h o o d  f r i e n d s h i p  t h a t  
Nat  forms i s  a b r u p t l y  b r o k e n  when Samuel T u rn e r  s e l l s  N a t ' s  f r i e n d  W i l l i s  
i n  o r d e r  to  r a i s e  c a p i t a l .  Never does Nat  f e e l  c l o s e r  t o  anyone th a n  he 
does  t o  W i l l i s .  " I t  w a s , "  he s a y s ,  " a s  i f  I  had found a b r o t h e r "  (201 -  
2 0 2 ) .  Working t o g e t h e r  i n  the  c a r p e n t e r  shop and a f t e r w a r d s  r e a d i n g  
the  B ib l e  and p r a y i n g f th e y  were q u i c k l y  i n s e p a r a b l e  com panions .
Nat  and W i l l i s  a r e  a l s o  k n i t  c l o s e l y  t o g e t h e r  b e c a u se  o f  a 
s e x u a l - r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r i e n c e .  F i s h i n g  a t  t h e  m i l l  pond one weekend,
W i l l i s  y e l l s ,  ' " f u c k i n '  J e s u s ! ' "  ( 2 0 4 ) ,  a f t e r  wounding h i m s e l f  w i t h  a 
f i s h  hook .  W i th o u t  t h i n k i n g ,  Nat s t r i k e s  h i s  f r i e n d  i n  the  f a c e ,  an 
a c t i o n  he  i s  a l m o s t  i m m e d i a t e l y  s o r r y  f o r .  As he r e a c h e s  o u t  to  co m fo r t  
W i l l i s ,  t h e y  become t a n g l e d  t o g e t h e r .  M a s t u r b a t i o n  i s  t h e  end r e s u l t  
o f  t h i s  e n t a n g l e m e n t .  F e e l i n g  somewhat g u i l t y  a f t e r  t h i s  s e x u a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,
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Nat  s e a r c h e s  h i s  mind f o r  some j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  As he i s  t o  do so  o f t e n  
i n  th e  f u t u r e ,  he s e e s  a p r e c e d e n t  f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s  in  t h e  B i b l e :  111 The
s o u l  o f  J o n a t h a n  was k n i t  w i t h  the  s o u l  o f  D a v i d . and J o n a t h a n  love d  
him as h i s  own s o u l  . . . They k i s s e d  one a n o t h e r , and wept one w i th  
a n o t h e r  1" ( 2 0 4 - 2 0 5 ) .
The a l m o s t  s a c r a m e n t a l  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  s e x u a l  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  
W i l l i s  makes Nat f e e l  t h a t  th e  s p i r i t  o f  God i s  f l o w in g  th ro u g h  him and 
t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  c o u n t r y s i d e .  " I t  was a l m o s t  a s  i f  God h o v e re d  i n  the  
sh im mer ing  waves of  h e a t  above  th e  t r e e s , "  Nat  t h i n k s ,  "His tongue  and 
His  v o i c e  t r e m b l i n g  a t  th e  edge o f  s p e e c h ,  r e a d y  to  make known His 
a c t u a l  p r e s e n c e  t o  me a s  I  s t o o d  p e n i t e n t  and p r a y e r f u l  w i t h  W i l l i s  
a n k l e - d e e p  i n  t h e  muddy w a t e r s "  ( 2 0 5 ) .  Nat  w a i t s  f o r  God t o  s p e a k ,  t o  
g i v e  him a s i g n ,  b u t  he h e a r s  n o t h i n g .  But t h e n ,  a v e r s e  from th e  book 
o f  P a u l  on b a p t i s m  e n t e r s  h i s  mind,  and Nat  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  God i s  t e s t i n g  
h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  b a p t i z e  W i l l i s .  W i l l i s  t h e r e f o r e  becomes N a t ' s  f i r s t  
c o n v e r t  and h i s  f i r s t  d i s c i p l e .  "Lov ing  him so much ,"  s a y s  N a t ,  " l o v i n g  
him a s  a b r o t h e r , "  (207)  he w i l l  h e n c e f o r t h  do e v e r y t h i n g  in  h i s  power 
t o  e d u c a t e  W i l l i s  i n  b o th  B i b l i c a l  t h o u g h t  and i n  r e a d i n g  and w r i t i n g .
N a t u r a l l y ,  when W i l l i s  i s  s o l d ,  Nat f e e l s  b e t r a y e d  by G od 's  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  on e a r t h ,  Sam T u r n e r .  He i s  e s p e c i a l l y  m i s e r a b l e  b e c a u s e  
he h i m s e l f  was th e  one who d e l i v e r e d  h i s  d i s c i p l e  i n  th e  dead o f  n i g h t  
t o  t h e  s l a v e  t r a d e r .  T h i n k in g  t h a t  h i s  f r i e n d  was o n ly  t o  be h i r e d  o u t  
to  a n o t h e r  V i r g i n i a  p l a n t a t i o n  f o r  two w eeks ,  Nat i s  c r u s h e d  when he 
r e a l i z e s  t h a t  Sam T u rn e r  o n l y  u sed  t h i s  r u s e  to  s e l l  s l a v e s  w i t h o u t  any 
u n p l e a s a n t  s c e n e s .  A f t e r  s i t t i n g  i n  t h e  wagon f o r  more th a n  an h o u r ,
Nat  s t a r t s  back  t o  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l  " w i th  an e m p t i n e s s "  t h a t  he  had n e v e r  
f e l t  b e f o r e .
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Sam T u rn e r  becomes even  l e s s  o f  a God i n  N a t ' s  e y e s  when th e  
T u r n e r s  a r e  f o r c e d  t o  s e l l  t h e  M i l l ,  and he i s  p l a c e d  under  th e  c a r e  o f  
t h e  homosexual  Reverend E p p es ,  whose ad v a n c e s  he has  t o  r e s i s t .  T h i s  
f a n a t i c a l ,  backwoods p r e a c h e r  t r e a t s  Nat n o t  l i k e  a p e t  b u t  a s  a f i e l d  
Negro .  From b e f o r e  sunup t o  a f t e r  sundown, s even  days  a week,  Nat  h o e s ,  
c h o p s ,  s h e l l s  c o r n ,  e m p t i e s  chamber  p o t s ,  and g e n e r a l l y  does f o r  the  
f i r s t  t im e  w ha t  most  o f  h i s  f e l l o w  b l a c k s  had done from th e  t ime th e y  
were t e e n a g e r s .  " I  began  t o  s e n s e  the  w o r l d ,  the  t r u e  w o r l d , "  Nat s a y s ,  
" i n  which  a Negro moves and b r e a t h e s .  I t  was l i k e  b e i n g  p lunge d  i n t o  
f r e e z i n g  w a t e r "  ( 2 4 0 ) .  Nat  c o n t i n u e s  to  s t a y  w i t h  t h i s  c r a z e d  p r e a c h e r  
o n ly  b e c a u s e  o f  " t h e  gloomy c o m fo r t  o f  E c c l e s i a s t e s "  (242) and f a i t h  i n  
Sam T u r n e r ' s  p rom ise  t h a t  he would e v e n t u a l l y  be t a k e n  by Eppes to  
Richmond and t h e r e  o b t a i n  h i s  f reedom .
E ppes ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  does  n o t  f r e e  Nat .  He s e l l s  him to  an 
i l l i t e r a t e  s m a l l  f a r m e r  named Tom Moore.  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  t h e  p rom ise  o f  
f r eedom ,  which had so h e l p e d  t o  s u s t a i n  him, i s  t a k e n  away.  L ik e  Mannix 
and C u l v e r ,  N at  s u d d e n ly  f i n d s  h i m s e l f  i s  a c l o s e d  sy s t e m  which d e n i e s  
him the  r i g h t  t o  be an  i n d i v i d u a l .  N igh tm are  becomes r e a l i t y  on the  
w i n t e r  day t h a t  he i s  s o l d .  Nat s a y s :  " I  e x p e r i e n c e d  a k ind  o f  d i s ­
b e l i e f  which  v e r g e d  c l o s e  upon m adness ,  t h e n  a s e n s e  of  b e t r a y a l ,  t h e n  
f u r y  such  a s  I  had neve r  known b e f o r e ,  t h e n  f i n a l l y ,  to  my d ism ay ,  h a t r e d  
so  b i t t e r  t h a t  I  grew d i z z y  and t h o u g h t  I  might  g e t  s i c k  on the  f l o o r "  
( 2 4 6 ) .  N e e d le s s  t o  s a y ,  Nat  no l o n g e r  s e e s  Marse Sam a s  a b e n e v o l e n t  
d e i t y .  From the  moment he i s  s o l d ,  Nat  b a n i s h e s  h i s  fo rm er  m a s t e r  from 
h i s  mind " a s  one b a n i s h e s  t h e  memory o f  any d i s g r a c e d  and d o w n f a l l e n  
p r i n c e "  ( 2 4 7 ) .
I n  P a r t  I I  o f  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat  T u r n e r , t h e n ,  S t y r o n  shows
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N a t ' s  c h i l d h o o d  f a i t h  in  h i s  w h i t e  m a s t e r  and h i s  dreams o f  f reedom 
s h a t t e r t  J Time and e x p e r i e n c e  have t a u g h t  him what  i t  means to  be a 
b l a c k  man i n  a s l a v e  s o c i e t y .  For N a t ,  t h e  p rom ise  o f  t h a t  s o f t  A p r i l  
e v e n i n g  n in e  y e a r s  e a r l i e r  has  t u r n e d  i n t o  t h e  h o p e l e s s n e s s  o f  an  i c y  
w i n t e r .
Once he i s  s o l d  t o  Thomas Moore,  Nat  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  no o t h e r  man, 
e s p e c i a l l y  a w h i t e  man, w i l l  g iv e  him h i s  f reedom .  He h i m s e l f  must 
s e i z e  i t .  B e fo re  the  summer o f  1825,  th o u g h ,  Nat i s  u n a b l e  to  dec ide  
what  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  t o  t a k e .  Through t h i s  d i f f i c u l t  p e r i o d  as  M oore ' s  
p r o p e r t y ,  Nat remembers th e  o n ly  words t h a t  God seemed to  have spoken  
t o  him: " '  1̂  a b i d e 1" ( 2 5 3 ) .  These words  came t o  him on t h a t  i c y  day in
F e b r u a r y  a f t e r  Moore had s t r u c k  him w i t h  a whip .  I t  s h o u ld  be em phas ized  
t h a t  Nat t a k e s  t h i s  command, n o t  i n  i t s  mode rn -day  s e n s e  ( t h a t  i s ,  " t o  
r e m a in  s t a b l e  o r  f i x e d  i n  a s t a t e " ) ,  b u t  in  i t s  o r i g i n a l  meaning ( " t o  
w a i t  f o r " ) .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  though  he becomes a model s l a v e ,  he n e v e r  
a c c e p t s  th e  l o s s  o f  f reedom .  He r e a l i z e s  t h a t  i f  he i s  t o  b r e a k  th e  
bonds  o f  s l a v e r y ,  he w i l l  have  t o  d e v i s e  a p l a n  o f  a c t i o n  which has  
some chance  o f  s u c c e s s .
N a t ' s  q u e s t  f o r  f reedom  i n  th e  c l o s e d  s y s t e m  r e s u l t s  i n  one of  
t h e  d e e p e s t  i r o n i e s  o f  the  n o v e l .  I t  i s  o n l y  n a t u r a l  t h a t  he s h o u ld  
s e a r c h  h i s  own b ackg round  and h i s  own c a p a b i l i t i e s  to  see  i f  t h e r e  i s  
a n y t h i n g  which can  be u sed  b o th  t o  p l a n  h i s  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  and to  
j u s t i f y  i t .  The B i b l e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  what  Nat  knows and knows w e l l .  
T h e r e f o r e ,  he t u r n s  t o  t h e  v e r y  book th e  w h i t e  man had u sed  f o r  y e a r s  
to  j u s t i f y  s l a v e r y ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  p l a n  and j u s t i f y  the  murder  o f  e v e r y  
w h i t e  p e r s o n  i n  Southhampton C ounty .  George Core s t a t e s  i t  n i c e l y  when 
he say s  t h a t  even  d u r i n g  h i s  r e b e l l i o n  Nat  " i s  a more r e l i g i o u s  man th a n
any o f  h i s  m a s t e r s  . . . and h i s  p r i m i t i v e  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  p u r e r ,  more
o r t h o d o x ,  t h a n  the  P r o t e s t a n t i s m  o f  th e  r e g i o n ,  t a k e n  s i n g l y  by denomina
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t i o n  o r  as  a w h o l e . "  I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  N at  i s  n o t  u n l i k e  Mannix,  who
a l s o  u s e s  h i s  a d v e r s a r y ' s  most s a c r e d  d o c t r i n e  a g a i n s t  him when he b e ­
comes more o f  a Mar ine t h a n  Tem ple ton .
I t  i s  n o t  lo ng  b e f o r e  the  Old T es tam en t  God o f  r e t r i b u t i o n  
r e p l a c e s  Sam T u rn e r  i n  N a t ' s  r e o r d e r e d  w o r l d ,  and as  S t y r o n  h i m s e l f  
i n d i c a t e s ,  Nat s e e s  h i m s e l f  as  an " a v e n g in g  Old T e s tam en t  a n g e l .
Almos t  a l l  o f  h i s  f r e e  t ime a t  M o o re ' s  i s  s p e n t  r e a d i n g  the
P r o p h e t s ,  " m a i n l y , "  s a y s  N a t ,  " E z e k i e l ,  D a n i e l ,  I s a i a h ,  and J e r e m i a h ,  
whose r e l e v a n c e  t o  my own s e l f  and f u t u r e  I  had o n l y  commenced t o  d i v i n e  
( 2 5 1 ) .  Each o f  t h e s e  books  d e a l s  i n  p a r t  w i th  t h e  s i e g e  and d e s t r u c t i o n  
o f  J e r u s a l e m  and the  r e t u r n  o f  the  I s r a e l i t e s  i n  e x i l e .  The p a r a l l e l s  
be tw een  h i m s e l f  and th e s e  B i b l i c a l  p r o p h e t s  o b v i o u s l y  f a s c i n a t e  N a t .
And l i k e  many an  Old T e s t a m e n t  p r o p h e t ,  he b e g i n s  t o  f a s t  "whenever  work 
was s l a c k  and t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  a r o s e "  ( 2 7 5 ) .  He o c c a s i o n a l l y  goes  w i t h ­
o u t  food  " f o r  a s  long  as  f o u r  o r  f i v e  days  a t  a s t r e t c h ,  h a v i n g  been  
e s p e c i a l l y  moved and t r o u b l e d , "  r e l a t e s  N a t ,  "by t h o s e  l i n e s  from I s a i a h  
which  go:  Is^ n o t  t h i s  th e  f a s t  tha t  JC have c h o s e n ? To l o o s e  the  bonds
o f  w i c k e d n e s s . t o  undo th e  heavy  b u r d e n s , and t o  l e t  the  o p p r e s s e d  go 
f r e e . and t h a t  ye b r e a k  e v e r y  y o k e ? " ( 2 7 5 ) .
A f t e r  b e i n g  immersed i n  th e  p r o p h e t i c  books  o f  th e  Old T e s tam en t  
f o r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  and a f t e r  f a s t i n g  f o r  days  a t  a t i m e ,  i t  i s  l i t t l e
" The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat  T u rn e r  and th e  Burden  of  the  P a s t , "  
S o u t h e r n  L i t e r a r y  J o u r n a l . I I  ( S p r i n g ,  1 970 ) ,  122.
4
" S l a v e r y  i n  t h e  F i r s t  P e r s o n , "  Y a le  Alumni Magaz ine (November,  
1 967 ) ,  i n  W i l l  jam S t y r o n ' s  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  N a t  T u r n e r : A C r i t i c a l  
Handbook. ed .  M elv in  J .  F r iedm an  and I r v i n g  M a l in  (Be lm ont ,  C a l i f o r n i a :  
Wadsworth P u b l i s h i n g  Company, 1 970 ) ,  p .  54.
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wonder  t h a t  on t h e  f i f t h  day  o f  one of  t h e s e  f a s t s  Nat has  a v i s i o n .  I n  
h i s  weakened c o n d i t i o n ,  he s e e s  a w h i t e  and b l a c k  a n g e l  lo c k e d  i n  c e l e s ­
t i a l  combat.  The w h i t e  a n g e l  s t r i k e s  th e  b l a c k  w i t h  h i s  sword ,  b u t  the  
sword b r e a k s  and th e  b l a c k  a n g e l  i s  unharmed.  As Nat c o n t i n u e s  t o  look  
skyward ,  he s e e s  th e  b l a c k  a n g e l  r i d i n g  " t r i u m p h a n t  among t h e  c l o u d s "  
( 2 9 1 ) .  Nat  t a k e s  t h i s  v i s i o n  as  a s i g n  from God, b u t  he i s  u n s u re  i f  
t h e  Lord r e a l l y  i n t e n d s  f o r  him l i t e r a l l y  to  t a k e  up the  sword a g a i n s t  
t h e  w h i t e s .  To h i s  w h i s p e r e d  q u e s t i o n ,  ' " H a s t  Thou t r u l y  c a l l e d  me to  
t h i s ? " '  Nat  r e c e i v e s  "no a n s w e r ,  no answer  a t  a l l "  ( 2 9 2 ) .  He can 
t h i n k  o n ly  o f  t h e  p a s s a g e  from I s a i a h ,  which b e g i n s ,  " Th i s  i s  the  f a s t  
t h a t  _I have c h o s e n . "
I t  i s  n o t  long  b e f o r e  Nat d e c i d e s  t h a t  God indeed  w an ts  him to  
s l a y  h i s  o p p r e s s o r s  i n  Old T es tam en t  s t y l e .  In  l i g h t  o f  h i s  p a s t  
e x p e r i e n c e s ,  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  seems o n ly  l o g i c a l .  As W i l l i a m  J .  
Swanson i n d i c a t e s :  "Because  Nat T u rn e r  has  o b s e rv e d  so  l i t t l e  o f
C h r i s t i a n  c h a r i t y  among th e  o s t e n s i b l y  C h r i s t i a n  w h i t e s ,  i t  i s  n o t  s u r ­
p r i s i n g  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  one p a r t  o f  h i s  own r e l i g i o n  i s  a m i l i t a n t  i n c e n ­
d i a r i s m  n u r t u r e d  by a s c e t i c i s m  and omens.
Because  he f e e l s  t h a t  he has  b een  c h o s e n  f o r  a d i v i n e  m i s s i o n ,  
Nat  becomes even  more f a n a t i c a l  i n  h i s  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e s .  On S a t u r ­
d a y s ,  i n s t e a d  o f  e n j o y i n g  th e  company o f  f e l l o w  b l a c k s  i n  J e r u s a l e m ,
N a t  r e t i r e s  by h i m s e l f  t o  r e a d  and c o n t e m p la t e  t h e  Old T e s t a m e n t .  " I t  
was my h a b i t , "  he s a y s ,  " n o t  t o  w a s t e  t ime w i t h  the  o t h e r  N eg ro es "
( 2 5 9 ) .  L i k e w i s e ,  whenever  Moore g i v e s  Nat a few days  f r e e  t ime f o r  work
^ " R e l i g i o u s  I m p l i c a t i o n s  i n  The C o n f e s s i o n s  of  N at  T u r n e r . "  
C im ar ro n  R e v ie w . 12 ( J u l y ,  1970) ,  60.
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w e l l  done ,  Nat r e t r e a t s  t o  t h e  woods f o r  p r a y e r  and m e d i t a t i o n .  A l s o ,  
i n s t e a d  o f  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  some woman t o  love  o r  a t  l e a s t  t o  have s e x u a l  
i n t e r c o u r s e  w i t h ,  Nat  a t t e m p t s  t o  s u p r e s s  h i s  n a t u r a l  s e x u a l  l o n g i n g s  
t h r o u g h  p r a y e r  and f a s t i n g .  T h i s  method i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  o n ly  p a r t i a l l y  
s u c c e s s f u l .  Nat  i s  a l l  to o  f r e q u e n t l y  shaken  by v i s i o n s  o f  h i m s e l f  and 
some woman lo cked  p a s s i o n a t e l y  t o g e t h e r .  But t h e s e  l a s c i v i o u s  v i s i o n s  
c a u s e  him t o  p r a y ,  t o  r e a d  th e  B i b l e ,  and to  f a s t  even  more e a r n e s t l y .  
P e r h a p s  t h e  most  t e l l i n g  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  Nat i s  t r u l y  a f a n a t i c  comes in  
a s h o r t  m e n ta l  a s i d e  w h i l e  he i s  w ork ing  i n  t h e  W hi tehead  l i b r a r y .  Nat  
i s  t h i n k i n g  w i t h  p l e a s u r e  o f  the  n e x t  Sunday when he w i l l  welcome t h r e e  
new r e c r u i t s  to  h i s  p la n n e d  r e b e l l i o n  and w i l l  b a p t i z e  t h e  o l d e s t  o f  
t h e s e  men. Nat i s  d o u b ly  p l e a s e d  a b o u t  t h i s  b e c a u s e ,  a s  he say s  w i t h ­
o u t  a h i n t  o f  i r o n y ,  " I t  i s  r a r e  enough t h a t  I  e n c o u n t e r  a Negro w i th  
s p i r i t u a l  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  much l e s s  one who migh t  a l s o  become, p o t e n t i a l l y ,  
a m u r d e r e r "  ( 3 3 6 - 3 7 ) .
One of  the ma jor  r e a s o n s  Nat becomes a r e l i g i o u s  f a n a t i c  i s  
t h a t  he h a s  a lways  b een  d e n i e d  by c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  by te m peram ent ,  and by 
e d u c a t i o n  th e  f r i e n d s h i p s  o f  a no rmal  boy and man. He i s  n e v e r  a b l e  to  
s h a r e  w i t h  a n o t h e r  human e i t h e r  h i s  e a r l y  hopes  and dreams f o r  the 
f u t u r e ,  n o r  h i s  l a t e r  a n g e r  and d e s p a i r  a t  b e i n g  b e t r a y e d  by Sam T u r n e r .  
E x c e p t  f o r  W i l l i s ,  we have a l r e a d y  s e e n  how con tem ptuous  Nat  i s  o f  the  
f i e l d  Negroes  a t  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l .  A l s o ,  i t  s h o u ld  be remembered t h a t  h i s  
f a t h e r  r a n  away b e f o r e  N a t ' s  b i r t h ,  and t h a t  h i s  mother  d i e s  w h i l e  he 
i s  s t i l l  a young boy.
A f t e r  he l e a v e s  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l ,  Nat r em a in s  i s o l a t e d  from o t h e r s .  
C e r t a i n l y ,  th e  Reverend  Eppes  i s  no bosom companion o f  N a t ' s ,  though 
th e y  e a t ,  s l e e p ,  and f r e q u e n t l y  work s i d e  by s i d e .  L i k e w i s e ,  Nat
o b v i o u s l y  c a n n o t  t a l k  s e r i o u s l y  w i t h  the  i l l i t e r a t e  Moore o r  w i t h  h i s  
s u b s e q u e n t  owner ,  Jo se p h  T r a v i s .  N or ,  u n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  can  he r e a l l y  
c o n v e r s e  w i t h  h i s  f e l l o w  w o rk e r  and o n ly  a d u l t  f r i e n d ,  Hark .  Even when 
t h e y  a r e  a l o n e  t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e  woods,  Hark g e n e r a l l y  h u n t s  o r  f i s h e s  
w h i l e  Nat r e a d s  the  B i b l e .  " I n  c e r t a i n  w a y s , "  Nat  s a y s  o f  Hark ,  "he 
was l i k e  a s p l e n d i d  dog ,  a young,  b e a u t i f u l ,  h e e d l e s s ,  s p i r i t e d  dog who 
h a d ,  n o n e t h e l e s s ,  t o  be t r a i n e d  t o  behave  w i t h  d i g n i t y "  ( 5 7 ) .  N e e d le s s  
t o  s a y ,  Nat  c a n n o t  f u l l y  unbu rd en  h i s  t r o u b l e d  s o u l  t o  a man whose 
n a t u r e  " c o u l d  n o t  long  s u s t a i n  a somber mood" ( 4 1 ) .
Lou i s  D. Rubin ,  J r .  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  u n l e s s  we r e c o g n i z e  N a t ' s  
i s o l a t i o n  from b o th  t h e  w h i t e  and b l a c k  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  we can  n e v e r  u n d e r ­
s t a n d  why he becomes a f a n a t i c  o r  why he r e b e l s .  Order  and s t a b i l i t y  
a r e  m a i n t a i n e d ,  s a y s  R ub in ,  o n ly  i f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  p a r t  o f  a s o c i a l  
community .^  But as  we have s e e n ,  Nat i s  d e n i e d  lo v e  and f r i e n d s h i p  by 
h i s  s o c i e t y .  The w h i t e s  e i t h e r  h a t e  h im, p i t y  him o r  s c o r n  him, w h i l e  
t h e  b l a c k s  e i t h e r  t r e a t  him w i t h  dumb a d m i r a t i o n  o r  i g n o r e  him w i t h  
c o n t e m p t .  He i s  n o t ,  t h e n ,  a member o f  e i t h e r  community.
Rubin  a l s o  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  S t y r o n  shows Nat  a s  c u t  o f f  from 
b o th  t h e  w h i t e  and b l a c k  com m uni t ie s  th r o u g h  th e  u s e  o f  m u l t i p l e  n a r r a ­
t i v e  v o i c e s .  Rubin  s a y s :
I n  t h e  v e r y  c o n t r a s t  be tw een  t h e  com plex ,  s u b t l e  d i c t i o n  o f  N a t ' s  
t h o u g h t s ,  and  the v e r b a l l y  c ru d e  la n g u a g e  he  must u s e  t o  e x p r e s s  
h i m s e l f  a l o u d ,  t h e r e  e v o l v e s  a t e n s i o n  which  grows more and more 
a c u t e  a s  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  d e v e l o p s  and as  Nat  i n c r e a s i n g l y  comes t o  
comprehend t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  e n f o r c e d  i s o l a t i o n .  The g u l f  be tween  
N a t ' s  p r i v a t e  s e l f  and h i s  r o l e  i n  t im e  and p l a c e  b u i l d s  up toward 
a p o i n t  a t  which  la n g u a g e  i t s e l f  w i l l  no l o n g e r  s u f f i c e  t o  p r o v i d e  
o r d e r .  There  t h e n  must  be t h e  e x p l o s i o n  o f  a c t i o n ,  whereby  language
^ " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n  and Human Bondage:  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat T u r n e r . 
H o l l i n s  C r i t i c . IV, No. 5 (December ,  1 967 ) ,  4 .
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and deed a r e  u n i f i e d  th r o u g h  v i o l e n c e  - -  and th e  t r a g e d y  i s  accom­
p l i s h e d  . ^
L ac k in g  the  u s u a l  f r i e n d s h i p s  o f  a boy and ,  l a t e r  on ,  a man,
N at  f i n d s  s o l a c e  and c o m p a n io n s h ip  i n  h i s  B i b l e  and i n  p r a y e r  ( t h e  o n ly  
t ime he can  r e a l l y  t a l k  t o  someone and use  h i s  own v o i c e ) .  I n  e f f e c t ,  
t h e  Old T e s tam en t  and i t s  God become f o r  Nat  what  d r i n k  was f o r  M i l t o n  
L o f t i s  and d r i n k  and music  were f o r  Cass K i n s o l v i n g  - -  a way t o  combat 
t h e  l o n e l i n e s s  and th e  e m p t i n e s s  o f  h i s  e x i s t e n c e .  C o n s t a n t  d r i n k  
c a u s e s  M i l t o n  and Cass  t o  become a l c o h o l i c s ;  a t o o  z e a l o u s  s t u d y  o f  the  
Old T e s tam en t  c a u s e s  Nat  t o  become a r e l i g i o u s  f a n a t i c .
L o n e l i n e s s ,  r e l i g i o n ,  a h a t r e d  o f  w h i t e s ,  s e x u a l  d e s i r e ,  and a 
h u n g e r  f o r  f reedom  - -  a l l  o f  t h e s e  p l a y  a p a r t  i n  N a t ' s  complex a t t i t u d e  
toward  and r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  M a r g a r e t  W h i te h e a d .  U n le s s  we u n d e r s t a n d  
M a r g a r e t ' s  r o l e  i n  N a t ' s  q u e s t  f o r  r e d e m p t i o n ,  i t  seems t o  me t h a t  i t  
i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  e i t h e r  N a t ' s  own a c t  of  v i o l e n c e  d u r i n g  the  
i n s u r r e c t i o n  o r  h i s  s u b s e q u e n t  t h o u g h t s  i n  j a i l .
On th e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  Nat  h a t e s  M a r g a r e t  s im p ly  b e c a u s e  she  i s  w h i t e .  
More i m p o r t a n t l y ,  however ,  Nat h a t e s  h e r  b e c a u s e  she h a s  sympathy f o r  
him. S t y r o n  makes much o f  t h i s  seeming c o n t r a d i c t i o n  t h r o u g h o u t  the  
n o v e l .  Over and o v e r  a g a i n ,  we see  t h a t  Nat  c a n n o t  t o l e r a t e  sympathy ,  
p i t y ,  o r  c o n d e s c e n s i o n  from a w h i t e  p e r s o n .  But t h i s  f e e l i n g  i s  n o t  
r e a l l y  p a r a d o x i c a l .  When a w h i t e  p e r s o n  i n  t h e  s t o r y  p i t i e s  Nat  o r  
a n o t h e r  b l a c k ,  i t  i s  o b v io u s  t h a t  t h e y  do so from a d e c i d e d  p o s i t i o n  o f  
s u p e r i o r i t y .  I t  i s  n o t  th e  c o n c e r n  of  one f e l l o w  human b e i n g  f o r  a n o t h e r ;  
i t  i s  more l i k e  t h e  c o n c e r n  o f  a human b e i n g  f o r  an  i n j u r e d  a n i m a l .
^I b i d . ,  p.  9.
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M a r g a r e t ,  f o r  exam ple ,  r e a c t s  t o  a h a l f - c r u s h e d  t u r t l e  i n  the  r o a d  i n  
much th e  same way she does  t o  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  t h e  " p o o r  d a r k i e s "  who a r e  
m i s t r e a t e d  by t h e i r  m a s t e r s  ( 3 7 0 ) .
N a t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  a man w i th  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  p r i d e ,  and he 
w a n t s  t o  be t r e a t e d  a c c o r d i n g l y .  And though  he o b v i o u s l y  does n o t  l i k e  
to  be abused  o r  t r e a t e d  w i t h  i n d i f f e r e n c e ,  he can  a t  l e a s t  combat t h e s e  
a t t i t u d e s  w i t h  manly  e n d u ra n c e  or  s c o r n .  E i t h e r  way,  he can a c t  w i t h  
p r i d e .  But when p i t i e d ,  N at  can o n l y  b u rn  i n s i d e ,  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  
p e r s o n  who p i t i e s  him r e f u s e s  t o  s ee  him as  a man w i t h  p r i d e ,  a s  a man 
c a p a b l e  o f  a c t i n g  w i t h  co u ra g e  and d i g n i t y  even  i n  a l o s i n g  c a u s e .
The e f f e c t s  on Nat  of  a w h i t e ' s  p i t y  f o r  a b l a c k  man a r e  drama­
t i z e d  i n  a s c e n e  i n v o l v i n g  a r i c h ,  b e a u t i f u l ,  e d u c a t e d ,  w h i t e  woman from 
the  N or th  and "a g au n t  g r i z z l e - p o l l e d  o l d  s i m p l e t o n  b l a c k  as  p i t c h  . . . 
w i t h  an a i m l e s s  s l e w - f o o t e d  g a i t "  ( 2 6 0 ) .  The w h i t e  woman, f i a n c e e  t o  
t h e  r i c h  M ajor  R i d l e y ,  a s k s  d i r e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  d i m - w i t t e d  A r n o l d .  So 
t h i c k  i s  A r n o l d ' s  a n s w e r in g  s p e e c h  and so  g r o v e l i n g  and c lumsy a r e  h i s  
m o t io n s  tow ard  h e r ,  t h a t  the  w h i t e  woman c l i n c h e s  h e r  f i s t s  i n  f r u s t r a ­
t i o n  and b e g i n s  t o  c r y .  Nat  o b s e r v e s  t h i s  e n c o u n t e r  v e r y  c l o s e l y ,  and 
he i s  q u i t e  s h a k e n  by h i s  r e a c t i o n .  He w a n ts  t o  throw down th e  R i d l e y  
woman and r a p e  h e r  i n  t h e  d u s t y  s t r e e t .  "For  what  I  had  s e e n  on t h i s  
w h i t e  woman's  f a c e , "  s a y s  N a t ,  "was p i t y  - -  p i t y  wrenched  from t h e  v e r y  
d e p t h s  of  h e r  s o u l  - -  and t h e  s i g h t  o f  t h a t  p i t y ,  th e  v i s i o n  o f  t h a t  
t e n d e r  s e l f  s o  r e d u c e d  by c om pass ion  t o  t h i s  h e l p l e s s  s t a t e  o f  sobs  and 
b l o o d l e s s  c l e n c h e d  k n u c k l e s  and s c a l d i n g  t e a r s ,  c a u s e d  me an i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  
f l o o d i n g  moment o f  d e s i r e .  And i t  was ,  you s e e ,  p i t y  a l o n e  t h a t  d i d  
t h i s "  ( 2 6 3 - 6 4 ) .  L a t e r ,  as  he t h i n k s  abou t  t h i s  r e a c t i o n ,  N a t  s a y s ,
" I  was f i l l e d  w i t h  somber f e e l i n g s  t h a t  I  was u n a b l e  t o  b a n i s h ,  d e e p l y
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t r o u b l e d  t h a t  i t  was n o t  a w h i t e  p e r s o n ' s  abuse  o r  s c o r n  o r  i n d i f f e r e n c e  
which c o u ld  i g n i t e  i n  me t h i s  murderous  h a t r e d  b u t  h i s  p i t y ,  maybe even  
h i s  t e n d e r e s t  moment o f  c h a r i t y "  ( 2 6 7 ) .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  when M a r g a r e t  
shows sympathy  f o r  him, Nat  u n d o u b t e d l y  s e n s e s  a p a r a l l e l  be tween  h im­
s e l f  and A r n o l d .  The r e s u l t  of  M a r g a r e t ' s  p i t y ,  of  c o u r s e ,  i s  t h a t  
Nat  h a t e s  h e r  f o r  i t .
N at  l i k e w i s e  h a t e s  M a r g a r e t  b e c a u s e  she u n t h i n k i n g l y  to r m e n t s  
him w i t h  i n t i m a t e  g l i m p s e s  and t o u c h e s  of  h e r  body.  On one o c c a s i o n ,  
f o r  exam ple ,  when Nat i s  i n s t a l l i n g  b o o k s h e lv e s  i n  t h e  W h i t e h e a d ' s  
l i b r a r y ,  M a r g a r e t  r u s h e s  i n t o  t h e  room w e a r i n g  no s k i r t  t o  c o n c e a l  h e r  
p a n t a l e t t e s .  N a t u r a l l y ,  Nat i s  a r o u s e d  by th e  s i g h t  of  a young ,  a t t r a c ­
t i v e  g i r l  i n  h e r  u n d e rw e a r ,  and a t  f i r s t  he c a n n o t  keep  h i s  eyes  o f f  
h e r .  Through w i l l p o w e r ,  however ,  he a v e r t s  h i s  e y e s  a s  th e y  t a l k .  But 
when M a r g a r e t  s e e s  t h a t  Nat has  h u r t  h i s  hand w h i l e  p u t t i n g  up th e  book­
s h e l v e s ,  she  and h e r  w h i t e  p a n t a l e t t e s  a r e  s u d d e n ly  so c l o s e  to  him t h a t  
he a l m o s t  l o s e s  c o n t r o l  o f  h i m s e l f .  L u c k i l y ,  she l e a v e s  th e  room q u i c k l y  
t h e r e a f t e r  i n  answ er  t o  h e r  m o t h e r ' s  c a l l .  " 'God damn h e r  s o u l , " '  Nat  
w h i s p e r s  t o  h i m s e l f .  " 'God damn h e r  s o u L , " '  he s a y s  a g a i n ,  " h a t i n g  h e r  
even  more t h a n  s e c o n d s  b e f o r e ,  o r  maybe l e s s  - -  t h i n k i n g  o f  t h o s e  
r u f f l e d  w h i t e  p a n t a l e t t e s  - -  n o t  knowing w h ich ,  l e s s  o r  more" ( 3 4 0 ) .  
P r o b a b l y  u n w i t t i n g l y ,  M a r g a r e t  e n t e r e d  t h e  l i b r a r y  i n  h e r  un d e rw ea r  
b e c a u s e ,  a s  N at  i n d i c a t e s ,  he i s  "a Negro and t h e r e f o r e  p re s u m a b ly  
u n s t i r r e d  by such  a r e v e a l i n g  s i g h t . "  Had M a r g a r e t  t h o u g h t  of  him as  
a m an ,"  c o n t i n u e s  N a t ,  " sh e  would  n e v e r  be so immodest t o  f l a u n t  t h u s  
b e n e a t h  my n o s e "  ( 3 3 7 ) .
Most i m p o r t a n t l y ,  Nat h a t e s  M a r g a r e t  b e c a u s e  she i s  a p o t e n t i a l  
t h r e a t  to  h i s  p l a n s  f o r  f reedom .  For  n i n e  y e a r s ,  N at  has  p r a y e d ,  f a s t e d
105
and eschewed a l l  s e x u a l  c o n t a c t  i n  o r d e r  t o  be p h y s i c a l l y  and m e n t a l l y  
r e a d y  when th e  t im e  came t o  a c t .  Now, when he i s  so c l o s e  t o  f u l f i l l i n g  
h i s  dream o f  f r eedom ,  M a r g a r e t  seems t o  go o u t  o f  h e r  way to  d i r e c t  h i s  
e n e r g i e s  toward  h e r .  For  example,  on th e  Sunday b e f o r e  t h e  a s s a u l t  on 
J e r u s a l e m  i s  t o  t a k e  p l a c e ,  Nat  i s  s o r e l y  tempted  to  f o r g e t  h i s  p l a n s  
f o r  r e v o l t  and ,  i n s t e a d ,  t r a d e  i t  and h i s  l i f e  f o r  a few h o u r s  of  s e x u a l  
s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  M a r g a r e t .  Nat  i s  t a k i n g  M a r g a r e t  i n  the  wagon to  a 
f r i e n d ' s  h o u s e .  As she becomes t h i r s t y  a l o n g  th e  way, she and Naf st<jn.„, 
and walk  t o g e t h e r  th r o u g h  th e  woods to  a b r o o k .  On th e  p a t h ,  M a r g a r e t  
seems t o  be w a i t i n g  f o r  Nat to  lo ok  a t  h e r  and t a l k  t o  h e r  a s  a l o v e r  
i n s t e a d  of  a s l a v e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  when she " a c c i d e n t a l l y "  b r u s h e s  N a t ' s  arm 
w i t h  h e r  b r e a s t ,  Nat  t h i n k s :  " Take h e r  h e r e  on t h i s  bank by t h i s  q u i e t
b r o o k . Spend upon h e r  a l l  a f t e r n o o n  a_ b a c k e d -u p  l i f e t i m e  o f  p a s s i o n .
. . . F o r g e t  y o u r  g r e a t  m i s s i o n . Abandon a l l  f o r  t h e s e  h o u r s  o f  t e r r o r  
and  b l i s s . "  Though he i s  f i n a l l y  a b l e  to  r e s i s t  the  t e m p t a t i o n  to  r a p e  
M a r g a r e t  and f o r g e t  h i s  p l a n s  f o r  f reedom ,  Nat s a y s ,  "Never c o u ld  I  
remember h a v i n g  b een  so  un h in g e d  by d e s i r e  and h a t r e d "  ( 3 7 2 ) .  As 
W i l l i a m  J .  Swanson s a y s ,  M a rg a re t  p r e s e n t s  h e r s e l f  to  Nat  "as  an a l l -  
t o o - w i l l i n g  Desdemona whom Nat h a t e s  b o th  b eca u se  she i s  u n a t t a i n a b l e  
and b e c a u s e  h i s  own c o n c e p t  o f  h i s  m i s s i o n  p r e c l u d e s  s e x u a l  r e l a t i o n s
g
w i th  women."
But i f  N at  h a t e s  M a r g a r e t  b e c a u s e  she i s  w h i t e ,  h a s  sympathy f o r  
him, and  t o r m e n t s  him s e x u a l l y ,  he seems to  lo v e  h e r ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  to  be 
f a s c i n a t e d  by h e r ,  f o r  much th e  same r e a s o n s .  F i r s t ,  though Nat h a t e s  
M a r g a r e t  b e c a u s e  she  i s  s y m p a t h e t i c  tow ards  him, he c a n n o t  h e l p  b u t  f e e l
Swanson, p. 61.
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a s o f t n e s s  i n  h i s  h e a r t  f o r  h e r ,  s u r e l y  b e c a u s e  h e r  sympathy f o r  him 
seems to  b o r d e r  on l o v e .  S e v e r a l  t i m e s ,  M a rg a re t  t e l l s  Nat  t h a t  he i s  
t h e  o n ly  one she  can  t a l k  t o  and t h a t  she w i l l  f e e l  l o s t  w i t h o u t  h i s  
company when he comes back t o  t h e  T r a v i s e s .  When she  and Nat l e a v e  the  
wagon t h a t  Sunday and walk  t o  t h e  c r e e k  f o r  a d r i n k  o f  w a t e r ,  M a rg a re t  
a lm o s t  begs  Nat to  make lo v e  to  h e r .  But Nat c a n n o t  a l l o w  h i m s e l f  to  
become e m o t i o n a l l y  o r  p h y s i c a l l y  i n v o l v e d  w i t h  M a r g a r e t ,  even  a s sum ing  
t h a t  she would a c t u a l l y  r e c o g n i z e  o r  a l l o w  him to  be h e r  l o v e r .  He knows 
t h a t  he c a n n o t  a f f o r d  t o  d i v i d e  h i s  l o y a l t i e s  i f  he i s  to  c a r r y  o u t  h i s  
p l a n  f o r  f reedom.
Second,  d e s p i t e  h i s  p r o f e s s e d  h a t r e d  o f  the  w h i t e  man, f o r  y e a r s  
he has  a r d e n t l y  wanted  t o  be w h i t e .  As a c h i l d  one o f  h i s  most  d e l i g h t ­
f u l  e x p e r i e n c e s  o c c u r r e d  when he and a boy named Wash smeared  mud on 
th e m s e lv e s  and "howled i n  mad d e l i g h t "  a t  t h e i r  r e s e m b la n c e  t o  w h i t e  
boys ( 1 4 0 ) .  When Nat would m a s t u r b a t e  on S a t u r d a y  in  the  c a r p e n t e r  shop ,  
i t  was a lways  a w h i t e  g i r l  w i t h  g o ld e n  h a i r  whom N at e n v i s i o n e d  h i m s e l f
w i t h  ( 1 7 3 ) .  As Nat a w a i t s  th e  a r r i v a l  o f  Reverend Eppes a f t e r  t h e
T u rn e r s  have abandoned th e  p l a n t a t i o n ,  he im ag ines  h i m s e l f  to  be the 
w h i t e  owner o f  t h e  M 11.  " I  became w h i t e , "  Nat s a y s ,  " w h i t e  as  c l a b b e r  
c h e e s e ,  w h i t e ,  s t a r k  w h i t e ,  w h i t e  as  a marb le  E p i s c o p a l i a n .  . . . What 
a s t r a n g e ,  demented e c s t a s y !  How w h i t e  I  was! What w icked  j o y ! "
( 2 3 2 ) .  As an a d u l t ,  Nat p e r h a p s  l o s e s  h i s  d e s i r e  to  be w h i t e ,  b u t  he 
e v i d e n t l y  i s  f a s c i n a t e d  u n t i l  t h e  end o f  h i s  l i f e  by the  id e a  o f  w h i t e ­
n e s s .
I t  i s  no a c c i d e n t ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  Nat a lways  em p h a s i z e s  t h e  word 
" w h i t e "  when he remembers h i s  c o n t a c t s  w i th  M a r g a r e t .  When she w alks
in  on Nat  as  he works i n  th e  W hi tehea d  l i b r a r y ,  i t  i s  h e r  w h i t e  p a n t a l e t t e s
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which c a p t u r e  h i s  a t t e n t i o n .  On the  Sunday wagon r i d e ,  Nat  i s  c o n s c i o u s  
o f  " w h i t e  d r i f t i n g  c l o u d s "  ( 8 7 ) ;  M a r g a r e t ’ s " f i n e  w h i t e  s k i n  m i lk y ,  
t r a n s p a r e n t "  ( 8 9 ) ;  t h e  w h i t e  b o n n e t  and th e  w h i t e  l i n e n  d r e s s  she w ears  
( 8 9 ) ;  and " h e r  hand ,  w h i t e  as m i lk  g l a s s , "  which h e l d  a " s t i f f  round 
bone"  p a r a s o l  in  i t  ( 3 6 4 ) .  To N a t ,  M a r g a r e t  seems t o  be the  ep i tome o f  
w h i t e n e s s ,  and he b o th  h a t e s  h e r  and i s  a t t r a c t e d  t o  h e r .
N a t ' s  complex ,  a m b i v a l e n t  a t t i t u d e  toward  M a rg a re t  W hi tehead  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r  and w h i t e n e s s  i n  g e n e r a l  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  i n  th e  dream o f  the  
w h i t e  b u i l d i n g .  That  t h i s  w h i t e  b u i l d i n g  i s  an i m p o r t a n t  symbol in  the  
book a p p e a r s  o b v io u s .  We a r e  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  i t  on the  f i r s t  pages  of  the  
book,  and we see  i t  a g a i n  a t  t h e  end .  At the  v e r y  b e g i n n i n g  o f  th e  
n o v e l ,  Nat  i s  l o s t  i n  a v i s i o n  of  h i m s e l f  i n  a s m a l l  b o a t ,  f l o a t i n g  o u t  
to  sea  p a s t  a s q u a r e ,  " s t a r k  w h i t e , "  m a rb le  s t r u c t u r e  which s t a n d s  on a 
p rom onto ry  a t  the  mouth o f  the  r i v e r .  Th is  w h i t e  b u i l d i n g  i s  " l i k e  a 
temple  . . . y e t  a temple  in  which  no one w o r s h i p s ,  o r  a s a rc o p h a g u s  
i n  which no one l i e s  b u r i e d . "  I t  i s  a l s o  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a s i m p l i c i t y  
o f  d e s i g n ,  " p o s s e s s i n g  no columns o r  windows,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  i n  p l a c e  o f  
them r e c e s s e s  . . . f l o w i n g  i n  a s e r i e s  o f  a r c h e s  a round  i t s  two v i s i b l e  
s i d e s .  The b u i l d i n g  h a s  no d o o r . "  Above t h i s  m y s t e r i o u s  temple  or  
s a r c o p h a g u s  i s  "a b l u e  and c l o u d l e s s  sky"  ( 4 ) .
L i k e w i s e ,  a t  th e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  th e  v e r y  l a s t  s e c t i o n  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  
Nat i s  a g a i n  i n  h i s  s m a l l  b o a t  s t u d y i n g  " t h e  w h i t e  b u i l d i n g  s t a n d i n g  on 
i t s  p rom onto ry  h ig h  above th e  s h o r e . "  A g a in ,  Nat e m phas ize s  i t s  w h i t e ­
n e s s  - -  " s t a r k  w h i t e ,  g l i t t e r i n g  p u re  as  a l a b a s t e r "  ( 4 2 2 ) .  A ga in ,  he 
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  the  s t r a n g e  w h i t e  b u i l d i n g  s u g g e s t s  b o th  l i f e  and d e a t h ,  
b o th  tem ple  and s a r c o p h a g u s .  But  t h i s  t im e  Nat seems t o  d w e l l  on the  
f a c t  t h a t  the  w h i t e  b u i l d i n g  seems t i m e l e s s ,  a " r e l i c  o f  th e  ages  - -  o f
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a l l  p a s t  and a l l  f u t u r i t y . "  I t  s i t s  on a p rom on to ry  " u n ra v a g e d  by w e a t h e r  
o r  w ind" ;  i t s  m arb le  s i d e s  a r e  " t r a n q u i l " ;  and t o  e x p l o r e  i t s  m y s t e r i e s  
would c a r r y  one " e v e r l a s t i n g l y ,  i n t o  th e  r e m o t e s t  c o r r i d o r s  o f  t h o u g h t  
and t im e "  (422) .
A r c h e t y p a l l y , the  id e a  o f  l i f e  a s  a r i v e r  f l o w in g  t o  the  sea  i s ,  
o f  c o u r s e ,  q u i t e  f a m i l i a r ,  and S t y r o n  s u r e l y  w ants  us to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  Nat  
i s  t h i n k i n g  d e e p l y  a b o u t  h i s  l i f e  and h i s  a p p r o a c h i n g  d e a t h .  Mo’v  s p e c i f ­
i c a l l y ,  t h e  scene  of  a b o a t ,  a r i v e r  e s t u a r y ,  and t h e  sea  c o u ld  have been  
i m p r i n t e d  on N a t ' s  mind by H a r k ' s  s t o r y  o f  h i s  e a r l y  a t t e m p t  t o  g a i n  f r e e ­
dom. Hark found h i m s e l f  in  j u s t  such  a s e t t i n g  when he r a n  away. T h i n k in g  
he had r e a c h e d  th e  Susquehanna  R i v e r  i n  M ary lan d ,  he a s k e d  a n o t h e r  Negro 
s i t t i n g  on a rowboat  the  way t o  the  Quaker  m e e t in g  h o u s e .  I n s t e a d  o f  
h e l p i n g  him, the  o t h e r  b l a c k  t u r n e d  Hark o ve r  to  the  a u t h o r i t i e s .  He had 
n o t  r e a c h e d  the Susquehanna b u t  " t h a t  a n c i e n t  m o t h e r - r i v e r  o f  s l a v e r y ,  
th e  James"  (2 8 6 ) .
I n  N a t ' s  v i s i o n ,  t h e  r i v e r  and sea  a l s o  seem to  s u g g e s t  th e  i d e a s  
o f  f reedom  and s l a v e r y .  F i r s t ,  Nat  knows t h a t  o n ly  w h i t e  p e o p le  go t o  
th e  b e a c h ;  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  the  sea  has  a lw ay s  been  a s s o c i a t e d  i n  h i s  mind 
w i t h  f reedom .  As Nat h i m s e l f  s a y s ,  "My d e s i r e  t o  s ee  t h i s  s i g h t  became 
a k in d  of  f i e r c e ,  in w a rd ,  a l m o s t  p h y s i c a l  h u n g e r "  ( 5 ) .  Second ,  the  sea  
i s  a s s o c i a t e d  i n  N a t ' s  mind w i t h  b o th  f reedom  and s l a v e r y  b eca u se  i t  and 
" t h e  f r e e  b lu e  a i r "  l e a d  " e a s t w a r d  t o  A f r i c a "  (5 and 4 2 1 ) .
T h i r d ,  the  s t a r k  w h i t e  m a rb le  s t r u c t u r e  seems to  s u g g e s t  the  w h o le ,  
m o n o l i t h i c  w h i t e  s o c i e t y  ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  churchmen and the  p l a n t e r s )  
w hich  keeps  h i s  s o u l  lo cked  w i t h i n  the  s y s t e m  o f  s l a v e r y .  When Nat 
im a g in e s  h i m s e l f  t o  be th e  owner o f  T u r n e r ' s  M i l l ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  he t h i n k s  
o f  h i m s e l f  a s  " s t a r k  w h i t e ,  w h i t e  a s  a m arb le  E p i s c o p a l i a n "  (2 3 2 ) .  In
109
t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  t h e n ,  th e  w h i t e  b u i l d i n g  i s  a s a r c o p h a g u s  t h a t  i s  i n s i d e  
" d a r k  a s  th e  d a r k e s t  tomb" (4 2 2 ) .
But th e  w h i t e  s t r u c t u r e  i s  a l s o  l i k e  a t e m p le ,  w hich  seems to  
r e p r e s e n t  God o r  the  ide a  o f  a p e a c e f u l  e x i s t e n c e  beyond th e  p a i n  and 
s t r i f e  o f  t h i s  w o r l d .  I t  has  a t r a n q u i l l i t y ,  a s o l i d a r i t y ,  and a t i m e ­
l e s s n e s s  t h a t  p l a c e s  i t  i n  d i r e c t  o p p o s i t i o n  to  th e  t e m p o ra l  w o r l d .
F i n a l l y ,  I  t h i n k  t h a t  i t  would n o t  be s t r e t c h i n g  m a t t e r s  v e r y  
f a r  t o  s ee  M a r g a r e t  W h i te h e a d ,  and a l l  she means t o  N a t ,  i n  t h i s  symbol.
We have a l r e a d y  s e e n  how Nat d w e l l s  on the  word " w h i t e "  when he t a l k s  o f  
h e r .  A l s o ,  th e  a p t n e s s  o f  h e r  l a s t  name was s u r e l y  n o t  l o s t  on S t y r o n .
He f r e q u e n t l y  ch o o s es  t h e  names o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  o r d e r  t o  em phas ize  
o r  s u g g e s t  t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  on a n o n - l i t e r a l  l e v e l  ( e . g .  Daddy F a i t h ,  
L o f t i s ,  T em ple ton ,  K i n s o l v i n g ) . By c h a n c e ,  th e  r e a l  M a r g a r e t ' s  l a s t  name 
was s u p e r b l y  s u i t e d  t o  S t y r o n ' s  p u r p o s e s  i n  t h i s  n o v e l .
Whether one a c c e p t s  t h i s  s p e c u l a t i o n  o r  n o t ,  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  in  
N a t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  M a r g a r e t  we f i r s t  s ee  t h e  mora l  dilemma which  he 
s e e k s  t o  s o l v e :  What t o  do a b o u t  h e r  and the  few w h i t e  p e o p l e  t h a t  he
h a s  some sympathy f o r ?  The s u c c e s s  o f  h i s  i n s u r r e c t i o n  demands t h a t  th e y  
be k i l l e d ,  b u t  s o m e th in g  i n s i d e  Nat r e c o i l s  a t  th e  ide a  o f  such  a c o m p l e t e ­
l y  h e a r t l e s s  s l a u g h t e r .  Nat  and the  o t h e r  s l a v e s  w i l l  be f o r c e d  to  k i l l ,
b o th  t h e  c r u e l ,  such  a s  W i l l ' s  owner F r a n c i s ,  and th e  b a s i c a l l y  k i n d ,
su ch  a s  N a t ' s  m a s t e r  T r a v i s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i n  o r d e r  f o r  the  i n s u r r e c t i o n  
t o  s u c c e e d ,  women and c h i l d r e n  w i l l  a l s o  have t o  d i e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  d e s p i t e  
N a t ' s  h a t r e d  o f  t h e  w h i t e  man, h i s  o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  f reedom ,  and the  p r e c e ­
d e n t s  f o r  s l a u g h t e r  he f i n d s  i n  th e  Old T e s t a m e n t ,  he has  m i s g i v i n g s  
a b o u t  t a k i n g  human l i f e  so  i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y .
W i th in  a p e r i o d  o f  t w e n t y - f o u r  h o u r s ,  Nat can  f e e l  b o th  e c s t a s y
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and nausea  o v e r  h i s  m urderous  p l a n  f o r  f reedom .  Whi le s p e a k i n g  t o  h i s  
f o l l o w e r s ,  he makes " i t  p l a i n  t h a t  murder  was an  e s s e n t i a l  a c t  f o r  t h e i r  
f reedom "  (3 5 0 ) .  At t h i s  t i m e ,  he has no qualms a b o u t  m u rd e r ;  i n  f a c t ,  
he i s  " g r i p p e d  by a s e n s e  o f  e x a l t a t i o n ,  of  m a s t e r y  and o f  p e r f e c t  a s s u r ­
a n c e "  (3 5 0 ) .  The ve y n e x t  day ,  however ,  Nat becomes aware  t h a t  i n  h i s  
mouth i s  "a s i n i s t e r  t a s t e  o f  d e a t h  - -  a s w e e t i s h - s o u r  and c o r r u p t  f l a v o r  
t h a t  r o s e  t h i c k l y  up th ro u g h  the  n o s t r i l s  l i k e  t a i n t e d  p o r k "  ( 3 5 1 ) .
Though s u r e  t h a t  v i o l e n t  r e b e l l i o n  i s  the  o n ly  m e a n i n g f u l  a l t e r n a t i v e  to  
s l a v e r y ,  Nat  c a n n o t  d i s l o d g e  the  s i c k e n i n g  f e e l i n g  i n  t h e  p i t  o f  h i s  
s tomach c a u s e d  by th o u g h t s  of  a l l  t h e  w h i t e  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y  b e i n g  
m a s s a c r e d .
T h i s  mora l  c o n f l i c t  i n t e n s i f i e s  a s  the  hour  to  b e g i n  th e  a s s a u l t  
draws n e a r .  On the  v e r y  a f t e r n o o n  o f  the  a p p o i n t e d  n i g h t  t h e  r e v o l t  i s  
p l a n n e d ,  N e lson  a s k s  Nat  what  th e y  w i l l  do w i t h  t h e  l i t t l e  baby a t  th e  
T r a v i s  h o u s e .  " I  had a s i n k i n g  s e n s a t i o n  deep  i n s i d e , "  s a y s  N a t ,  who 
t e l l s  N e l s o n ,  " 'Maybe we j e s t  l e t  t h a t  baby a l o n e ,  I  d o n ' t  k n o w . ' "  " I  
was s t u n g , "  t h i n k s  N a t ,  " w i t h  a sudden  i n e x p l i c a b l e  an n o y a n c e "  ( 3 8 1 ) .  
S h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  a b o u t  k i l l i n g  the  T r a v i s  b a b y ,  Nat  f e e l s  "a 
mood o f  a n x i e t y "  s t e a l  o v e r  him, and he wonders  i f  S a u l ,  G id eo n ,  o r  David 
e x p e r i e n c e d  th e  same " g r i p p i n g  s i c k n e s s , "  the  same "clammy a p p r e h e n s i o n "  
b e f o r e  b a t t l e  a s  he d o e s .  Nat  a s k s ,  "Did th e y  to o  t a s t e  t h e  mouth go d ry  
a t  t h o u g h t  o f  t h e  coming s l a u g h t e r ,  s e n s e  a s h i v e r  o f  d e s p a i r  f l y  t h ro u g h  
t h e i r  r e s t l e s s  f l e s h  a s  t h e y  c o n j u r e d  up images  of  b l o o d i e d  h e a d s  and 
l i m b s ,  gouged o u t  e y e s ,  the  s t r a n g l e d  f a c e s  o f  men th e y  had known, enemy 
and f r i e n d ,  jaws agape  i n  yawns o f  e t e r n a l  s l u m b e r ? "  ( 3 8 2 ) .  O b v i o u s l y ,
Nat  f e e l s  t h i s  s i c k e n i n g  t e r r o r  p a r t i a l l y  b e c a u s e  he i s  s c a r e d ,  b u t  more 
i m p o r t a n t  a r e  h i s  d o u b t s  c o n c e r n i n g  the  m o r a l i t y  of  k i l l i n g  i n n o c e n t  p e o p l e  
i n  c o l d  b l o o d .
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N a t ' s  m ora l  a v e r s i o n  to  murder i s  d r a m a t i z e d  a t  t h e  v e r y  o u t s e t  
o f  t h e  r e b e l l i o n .  I t  i s  he who i s  supposed  t o  i n a u g u r a t e  t h e  r e v o l t  by 
k i l l i n g  T r a v i s .  But when th e  t ime comes t o  s l a y  h i s  m a s t e r ,  Na t  m i s s e s  
T r a v i s  "by h a l f  a f o o t "  w i t h  h i s  b r o a d a x e .  On h i s  second  a t t e m p t ,  the  
axe b l a d e  g l a n c e s  h a r m l e s s l y  o f f  o f  T r a v i s ' s  s h o u l d e r .  B e fo re  Nat  can  
l i f t  h i s  weapon f o r  th e  t h i r d  t i m e ,  W i l l  bounds i n t o  th e  room and w i th  
one blow of  h i s  h a t c h e t  s ends  T r a v i s ' s  head  r o l l i n g  on the  f l o o r .
Though Nat c o n v in c e d  h i s  f o l l o w e r s  t h a t  murder  was e s s e n t i a l  t o  
t h e i r  f r eedom ,  he h i m s e l f  c a n n o t  k i l l  t h e  v e r y  man who h o l d s  him a s  c h a t t e l .  
I n  t h e  se c o n d s  b e f o r e  he f i r s t  r a i s e s  h i s  a x e ,  Nat  a c t u a l l y  s e e s  T r a v i s  
f o r  th e  f i r s t  t im e .  As T r a v i s  awakes ,  h i s  e y e s  and N a t ' s  m e e t ,  and Nat
i s  aware t h a t  " b e n e a t h  t h e  p e r p l e x i t y ,  t h e  f i l m  of  s l e e p ,  h i s  eyes  were
brown and r a t h e r  m e la n c h o l y ,  a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  h a rd  t o i l ,  rem ote  p e r h a p s ,  
somewhat i n f l e x i b l e  b u t  n o t  a t  a l l  u n k i n d ,  and I  f e l t  t h a t  I  knew him a t  
l a s t "  ( 3 8 7 ) .  U n t i l  t h i s  moment, T r a v i s  has  been t o  Nat a " f a r - o f f  a b ­
s t r a c t  b e i n g "  ( 3 8 8 ) .  Now Nat  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  " w h a te v e r  e l s e  he ^ T r a v i s ^  
w as ,  he was a man" ( 3 8 8 ) .  Nat  c a n n o t  k i l l  him.
N e i t h e r  on two o t h e r  o c c a s i o n s  can  Nat  k i l l .  " I  had t r i e d , "  he
s a y s ,  " t o  b r i n g  d e a t h  w i t h  my sword two t im e s  when I  had r a i s e d  th e  g l i t ­
t e r i n g  b l a d e  o v e r  some a s h e n  w h i t e  f a c e ,  o n ly  t o  have  i t  g l a n c e  away w i t h  
an  i m p o te n t  thud  o r  m i s s  by such  an a s t o n i s h i n g  space  t h a t  I  f e l t  t h a t  
blow had been  d e f l e c t e d  by a g i g a n t i c ,  a e r i a l ,  u n s e e n  hand"  ( 4 0 3 - 4 0 4 ) .
D eep ly  t r o u b l e d  by b o th  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  shed  b lo o d  and by t h e  s i g h t  o f  
W i l l ' s  axe s l i c i n g  i n t o  t h e  s k u l l s  and necks  of  w h i t e  men, women, and 
c h i l d r e n ,  Nat  s t e a l s  o f f  i n t o  t h e  woods t o  v o m i t .  " N a t , "  s t a t e s  George 
C o re ,  " i s  a s e n s i t i v e  man who i s  w h o l l y  p o s s e s s e d  by h i s  hum a n i ty  and 
by h i s  s a c r a m e n t a l  way o f  l o o k i n g  a t  th e  w o r l d ;  t h i s  i n  t h e  end l e a d s  t o
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h i s  undo ing  a s  a r e v o l u t i o n a r y  l e a d e r  and t o  h i s  r e d e m p t io n  a s  a man. 
Indeed  one m igh t  say  t h a t  t h e  t r a g e d y  o f  Nat  T u rn e r  i s  c au s ed  by h i s
hum an i ty  a g a i n s t  th e  g e n e r a l  i n h u m a n i ty  of  h i s  t im e ,  and t h a t  i n  the
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moment o f  c r i s i s  he was u n a b le  to  s t i f l e  t h a t  h u m a n i t y . "
S ic k e n e d  by th e  c a r n a g e ,  N at  c o n s i d e r s  c a l l i n g  a h a l t  t o  the 
r e b e l l i o n ,  b u t  by t h i s  t i m e ,  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he c o u l d  n o t  s t o p  h i s  b l o o d ­
t h i r s t y  band o f  s l a v e s  even  i f  he wanted  t o .  He must  r e g a i n  t h e  r e s p e c t
o f  h i s  men and c a r r y  o u t  h i s  p l a n s  f o r  f reedom ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  how many 
w h i t e  p e o p l e  a r e  k i l l e d .
Thus r e s o l v e d ,  Nat and h i s  f o l l o w e r s ,  a s  i f  "by p r o v i d e n c e "  (410) ,  
head toward  th e  Whi tehead  farm.  H ark ,  Henry ,  and W i l l  q u i c k l y  s l a y  a l l  
t h e  members o f  the  Whi tehead  f a m i l y  e x c e p t  M a r g a r e t ,  who t r i e s  u n s u c c e s s ­
f u l l y  to  h i d e  i n  th e  c e l l a r  from N a t ' s  army. S e e in g  b o th  the  g i r l  and 
Nat  a t  th e  same t im e ,  W i l l  howls to  h im, " ' D a r  she i s  p r e a c h e r  man, d e y ' s
one l e f t !  . . . An she a l l  y o u 'n !  R ig h t  by th e  c e l l a h  d o 1! Go g i t  h e r ,
p r e a c h e r  man! . . . Does you want h e r ,  p r e a c h e r  man, o r  she  f o 1 m e?1" 
( 4 1 2 - 4 1 3 ) .
Why does  Nat k i l l  M a rg a re t ?  By h i s  own a d m i s s i o n ,  she was the  
o n ly  w h i t e  p e r s o n  w i t h  whom he had " e x p e r i e n c e d  even  one moment o f  a warm 
and m y s t e r i o u s  and m u tu a l  c o n f l u e n c e  o f  sympathy"  ( 9 2 ) .  There  a p p e a r  t o  
be f o u r  p l a u s i b l e  answ ers  t o  t h i s  i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n .  F i r s t ,  Nat  must  
k i l l  M a r g a r e t  i f  he i s  to  m a i n t a i n  c o n t r o l  o f  h i s  f o l l o w e r s .  C h a l l e n g e d  
by th e  f a n a t i c  W i l l  e i t h e r  to  s p i l l  b lo o d  o r  to  r e l i n q u i s h  h i s  command,
Nat  d e c i d e s  t h a t  th e  s u c c e s s  o f  h i s  r e b e l l i o n  h i n g e s  on s l a y i n g  M a r g a r e t .  
S econd ,  Nat  k i l l s  h e r  b e c a u se  o f  t h a t  v e r y  sympathy she  had f o r  him.
^Core, p. 129.
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We p r e v i o u s l y  have d i s c u s s e d  t h i s  seeming p a ra d o x  i n  some d e t a i l .  T h i r d ,  
and p e rh a p s  most  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  he murders  M a r g a r e t  b e c a u s e  she i s  an i n n o ­
c e n t ,  b e a u t i f u l ,  w h i t e  g i r l .  Tha t  the  young,  w h i t e  b e l l e  was r e g a r d e d  
i n  an a l m o s t  s a c r a m e n t a l  l i g h t  by most  whice  S o u t h e r n e r s  i s  open t o  d e ­
b a t e .  I t  i s  u n d o u b te d ly  t r u e ,  however ,  t h a t  most  w h i t e  S o u t h e r n e r s  
would c o n s i d e r  any s e r i o u s  m i s t r e a t m e n t  o f  a S o u t h e r n  l a d y  by a s l a v e  
t o  be the  u l t i m a t e  c r im e  a b l a c k  c o u ld  commit . T h e r e f o r e ,  when N at runs  
h i s  sword i n t o  M a r g a r e t ' s  body and caves  i n  h e r  s k u l l  w i t h  a f e n c e  p o s t ,  
he i s  s y m b o l i c a l l y  r a p i n g  and d e s t r o y i n g  what  S o u t h e r n ,  w h i t e  s o c i e t y  
h o ld s  most  d e a r .  " ' D i e ,  God damn your  w h i t e  s o u l , " 1 s h o u t s  Nat .  " ' D i e ' . " 1 
(4 1 4 ) .  Here he i s  n o t  t h i n k i n g  o f  M a r g a r e t  a s  a p e r s o n  b u t  a s  an  a b s t r a c ­
t i o n ,  a s  a most  t r e a s u r e d  and h o ly  p a r t  o f  the  w h i t e  m an 's  i m a g i n a t i o n  
which  h e ,  a s l a v e  a l l  h i s  l i f e  to  th e  w h i t e  man, d e f i l e s .
Bu t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  M a r g a r e t  i s  no t  s im p ly  an  a b s t r a c t i o n  to  N a t ;  
she i s  a l s o  a woman who d i d  g e n u i n e l y  r e s p e c t  and p e r h a p s  even  lo v e  him.
As she runs  from h e r  h i d i n g  p l a c e  in  t h e  c e l l a r  i n t o  the  f i e l d ,  Nat 
r e a l i z e s  t h i s .  "Ah, how 1̂ want  h e r , "  he t h i n k s  i n  r e p l y  to  W i l l ' s  q u e s ­
t i o n ,  " 'D o e s  you want h e r ,  p r e a c h e r  man, o r  she  f o '  m e ?" '  ( 4 1 3 ) .  In  
f a c t ,  a f o u r t h  r e a s o n  why Nat k i l l s  M a rg a re t  i s  t h a t  he knows t h a t  W i l l  
would l i k e  n o t h i n g  b e t t e r  t h a n  t o  rape  and t h e n  s l a y  M a r g a r e t .  Because  
he does  lo v e  a s  w e l l  a s  h a t e  h e r ,  t h i s  v i o l a t i o n  i s  s o m e th ing  t h a t  he 
c a n n o t  a l l o w .  He h i m s e l f  must  k i l l  h e r  i f  i t  i s  t o  be done .
In  k i l l i n g  M a r g a r e t ,  Nat k i l l s  i n  h i m s e l f  the  l a s t  remnant  o f  
i n n o c e n c e .  He i s  s u d d e n ly  aware o f  h i s  e v i l ,  e v i l  t h a t  h e r e t o f o r e  he 
had s u s p e c t e d  was th e  p r o p e r t y  o f  o t h e r s .  B e fo re  h i s  murder  o f  M a r g a r e t  
W h i te h e a d ,  Nat assumed t h a t  he was the  o n ly  r i g h t e o u s  man i n  a s i n f u l  
w o r ld .  Now he knows f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime what  i t  means to  be a c u l p a b l e
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human b e i n g  i n  a f a l l e n  w o r l d .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  a s  he s i t s  on a lo g  a f t e r  
the  m urde r ,  he f i n d s  h i m s e l f  " u n a c c o u n t a b l y  t h i n k i n g  o f  a n c i e n t  moments 
o f  c h i l d h o o d  - -  warm r a i n ,  l e a v e s ,  a w h i p p o o r w i l l ,  r u s h i n g  m i l l  w h e e l s ,  
j e w ' s - h a r p  st rumming - -  c e n t u r i e s  b e f o r e "  ( 4 1 5 ) .  L ik e  a l l  o f  S t y r o n ' s  
ma jo r  c h a r a c t e r s  b e f o r e  h im ,  Nat a s  a f a l l e n  man t r i e s  to  r e c a p t u r e  h i s  
l o s t  in n o c e n c e  t h ro u g h  a r e v e r i e  o f  c h i l d h o o d  d a y s .  But  t h i s  dream 
o f  in n o c e n c e  i s  f l e e t i n g ;  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  f o r c e s  Nat t o  w a lk  
ba c k  toward  M a r g a r e t ' s  dead  body and t o  pace  i n  s o r ro w  a round  and a ro u n d  
i t  as  i f  on "a c e a s e l e s s  p i l g r i m a g e "  (4 1 5 ) .
A f t e r  h i s  murder o f  M a r g a r e t  W h i teh ea d ,  Nat l o s e s  a l l  d e s i r e  t o  
c o n t i n u e  i n  h i s  b lo o d y  q u e s t  f o r  f reedom .  S t y r o n  s a y s  t h a t  Nat "was 
s u d d e n ly  o v e r t a k e n  by h i s  own h u m a n i ty .  I t  i s  p a r t i a l l y  why the  r e v o l t  
f a i l s . "  T h i s  c e r t a i n l y  a p p e a r s  to  be t r u e ,  f o r  i t  i s  he who l e t s  a 
young g i r l  e s c a p e  i n t o  t h e  woods a t  the  H a rp e r s  Farm and t h e r e b y  a l e r t  
th e  f a r m e r s  c l o s e r  t o  J e r u s a l e m .  " I  m igh t  have r e a c h e d  h e r  i n  a t w i n k ­
l i n g , "  s a y s  N a t ,  " t h e  work o f  h a l f  a m inu te  - -  b u t  I  s u d d e n ly  f e l t  
d i s p i r i t e d  and overcome by f a t i g u e ,  and was p u r s u e d  by an o b s c u r e ,  
u n s h a k a b le  g r i e f .  I  s h i v e r e d  i n  the  knowledge o f  th e  f u t i l i t y  o f  a l l  
a m b i t i o n .  My mouth was s o u r  w i t h  the  y e l l o w  r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  d e a t h  and 
b lo o d - s m e a r e d  f i e l d s  and w a l l s .  . . .  I  know n o t h i n g  any l o n g e r ,  n o t h i n g .  
Did I  r e a l l y  w is h  t o  v o u c h s a f e  a l i f e  f o r  one t h a t  I  had t a k e n ? "  (4 1 7 ) .  
The answ er  t o  N a t ' s  q u e s t i o n  seems to  b e ,  y e s .
S t r i p p e d  o f  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  the  a b s o l u t e  r i g h t e o u s n e s s  o f  h i s  
r e b e l l i o n  and h i s  p e r s o n a l  a c t i o n s ,  Nat has  n o t h i n g  to  f a l l  b ack  on .
His  Old T e s t a m e n t  God seems t o  have d e s e r t e d  him. The morn ing  a f t e r  
h i s  r e b e l l i o n  i s  quashed  by b o th  th e  w h i t e s  and th e  b l a c k s  l o y a l  to  
t h e i r  ow ne rs ,  Na t  d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  c o n t r a r y  to  h i s  cus tom f o r  y e a r s ,  he
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c a n n o t  p r a y .  He s a y s :
I  went  b a c k  t o  t h e  b o r d e r  of  th e  woods and k n e l t  t h e r e  t o  a s k  G o d 's  
g u id a n c e  i n  t h e  coming t ime o f  s o l i t u d e  - -  t o  r e q u e s t  t h a t  He show 
me th e  ways and n e c e s s i t i e s  f o r  my s a l v a t i o n  now t h a t  my c a u s e  i n  
His  name was i r r e v o c a b l y  l o s t  - -  I  found  t o  my t e r r i b l e  d i s t r e s s  
t h a t  f o r  th e  f i r s t  t ime i n  my l i f e  I  was u n a b le  even  t o  t h i n k .  Try 
a s  I  m i g h t ,  I  c o u ld  n o t  c a u s e  a p r a y e r  t o  p a s s  my l i p s .  The God I  
knew was s l i p p i n g  away from me. And I  l i n g e r e d  t h e r e  i n  t h e  e a r l y  
morn ing  and f e l t  a s  a l o n e  and a s  f o r s a k e n  a s  I  had e v e r  f e l t  s i n c e  
I  had l e a r n e d  G od 's  name ( 4 0 1 - 4 0 2 ) .
L ike  Cass K i n s o l v i n g  and many a n o t h e r  modern h e r o ,  Nat  T u r n e r  f i n d s  h im ­
s e l f  "a m i s e r a b l e ,  and a b a n i s h e d ,  and a damned c r e a t u r e "  who i s  s e c l u d e d  
from God.
U n l ik e  Cass  K i n s o l v i n g ,  how ever ,  N a t ' s  d e s p a i r  i s  n o t  th e  r e s u l t
o f  a l a c k  o f  f a i t h  i n  God; r a t h e r ,  i t  p r o c e e d s  from a f a i t h  i n  a God
which  no l o n g e r  can  e x i s t  f o r  him, a God o f  t h u n d e r  and r e t r i b u t i o n .
Humbled and s haken  by th e  f a i l u r e  o f  h i s  r e v o l t ,  he t h i n k s :
Maybe i n  t h i s  a n g u i s h  o f  mine God i s  t r y i n g  t o  t e l l  me s o m e th in g .  
Maybe i n  His  seeming  a b s e n c e  He i s  a s k i n g  me to  c o n s i d e r  s o m e th in g  
I  had n o t  t h o u g h t  o f  o r  known b e f o r e .  How can  a man be a l l o w e d  to  
f e e l  such  e m p t i n e s s  and d e f e a t ?  For  s u r e l y  God i n  H is  wisdom and 
m a j e s t y  would n o t  o r d a i n  a m i s s i o n  l i k e  mine and th e n  when I  was 
v a n q u i s h e d  a l l o w  my s o u l  to  be aban d o n e d ,  t o  be c a s t  away i n t o  some 
b o t t o m l e s s  p i t  a s  i f  i t  were a m i s e r a b l e  v a p o r  o f  smoke.  S u r e l y  
by t h i s  s i l e n c e  and a b s e n c e  He i s  g i v i n g  me a g r e a t e r  s i g n  t h a n  
any  I  have  e v e r  known . . . ( 4 0 2 ) .
Nat  n e v e r  q u e s t i o n s  G o d 's  e x i s t e n c e .  I t  i s  j u s t  t h a t ,  a s  L ou i s  D.
Rub in ,  J r .  p o i n t s  o u t ,  he i s  s u d d e n ly  aw aie  " o f  the  t rem endous  d i s t a n c e
be tw een  human i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  d i v i n e  w i l l  and any  c e r t a i n  knowledge
o f  what  d i v i n e  w i l l  i s . " ^
I t  i s  i n  j a i l  t h a t  Nat  t r i e s  to  r e t h i n k  and r e v i s e  h i s  whole
c o n c e p t  o f  D e i t y .  T h i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  no e a s y  m a t t e r ,  and  a t  f i r s t ,
"The S t a t e  o f  S o u t h e r n  F i c t i o n , "  i n  S o u th e r n  F i c t i o n  T oday : 
Renascence  and Beyond , ed .  George Core (A thens :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  G e o rg ia  
P r e s s ,  1 969 ) ,  p .  79.
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s a y s  N a t ,  " t h e r e  seemed no way a t  a l l  t o  b r i d g e  th e  g u l f  be tw een  m y s e l f  
and God" ( 8 ) .  Even p r a y e r  i s  o f  no a v a i l  t o  him. " A l l  I  c o u l d  f e e l , "
Nat s a y s ,  "was d e s p a i r ,  d e s p a i r  so  s i c k e n i n g  t h a t  I  t h o u g h t  i t  m igh t  
d r i v e  me mad, e x c e p t  t h a t  i t  somehow l a y  d e e p e r  t h a n  madness"  ( 2 8 ) .  He
f e e l s  a s  i f  he has  been  c a s t  by God " b e n e a t h  th e  l a r g e s t  r o c k  on e a r t h ,
t h e r e  t o  l i v e  i n  h i d e o u s ,  p e r p e t u a l  d a r k "  ( 1 0 ) .  As Marc L. R a t n e r  
i n d i c a t e s ,  Nat  i s  i n  many r e s p e c t s  l i k e  M i l t o n ' s  Samson,  who a l s o  n e v e r  
l o s e s  h i s  f a i t h  i n  God. Each " s e e k s  r e d e m p t i o n ,  though he has  no id e a  
from where i t  w i l l  c o m e . " ^
As we have s e e n ,  i n  an a t t e m p t  to  e s c a p e  t h i s  t e r r i f y i n g  s p i r i t ­
u a l  d a r k n e s s ,  N a t  r e t u r n s  i n  memory to  t ime p a s t  and r e c o n s i d e r s  the  
m ora l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  h i s  m o t iv e s  and h i s  d e e d s .  I n  e f f e c t ,  Nat  p r o f e s s e s  
to  h i m s e l f  and to  t h e  w o r ld  (somewhat a s  S t .  A u g u s t i n e  d i d )  h i s  s e v e r a l  
f a i t h s  and how eac h  e v e n t u a l l y  f a i l e d  him. He i s  n o t  j u s t  c o n f e s s i n g  i n  
t h e  p o p u l a r  s e n s e  of  t h e  word.  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  when Gray m i s t a k e n l y  
a ssum es  t h a t  Nat was t o l d  by God o r  h i s  c o n s c i e n c e  t o  c o n f e s s  h i s  s i n s ,
Nat  q u i c k l y  t e l l s  h im ,  " ' N o t  c o n f e s s  your  s i n s ,  s i r .  . . .  He s a i d  c o n ­
f e s s .  J u s t  t h a t .  C o n f e s s .  T h a t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  to  r e l a t e .  T he re  was
no y o u r  s i n s  a t  a l l ' "  ( 1 5 ) .
T h e r e f o r e ,  a f t e r  he " c o n f e s s e s "  to  h i m s e l f  and to  Gray ,  Nat 
a s k s  h i m s e l f  two i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n s :  (1)  "Remorse? I s  i t  t r u e  t h a t
I  r e a l l y  have no rem orse  o r  c o n t r i t i o n  o r  g u i l t  f o r  a n y t h i n g  I ' v e  done?"  
(2)  " I s  i t  maybe b e c a u s e  I  have no rem orse  t h a t  I  c a n ' t  p r a y  and t h a t  
I  know m y s e l f  to  be so removed from t h e  s i g h t  o f  God?" ( 3 9 8 ) .  Nat
^ W i l l i a m  S t v r o n . Tw ayne 's  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  A u t h o r ' s  S e r i e s ,  No. 
196 (New York:  Twayne P u b l i s h e r s ,  I n c . ,  1 972 ) ,  p .  106.
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c a n n o t  answ er  th e  second q u e s t i o n  i m m e d i a t e l y .  But  a f t e r  c a r e f u l  c o n ­
s i d e r a t i o n ,  he i s  c e r t a i n  a b o u t  the  answ er  to  th e  f i r s t :  "No, Mr. G r a y , "
Nat t h i n k s ,  " I  have  no rem orse  f o r  a n y t h i n g .  I  would do i t  a l l  a g a i n .
Yet  even  a man w i t h o u t  r e m o r s e ,  i n  th e  f a c e  o f  d e a t h ,  may have t o  save  
one h o s t a g e  f o r  h i s  s o u l ' s  ransom,  so I  say  y e s ,  I  would d e s t r o y  them 
a l l  a g a i n ,  a l l  - -  But f o r  one . . . "  ( 4 0 3 ) .  T h i s  " o n e , "  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  
M a r g a r e t  W h i teh ea d .
T h e r e f o r e ,  w i t h  th e  e x c e p t i o n  o f  h i s  m urder  o f  M a r g a r e t  W h i teh ea d ,  
Nat  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  wha t  he d i d  was n o t  wrong.  G iven  a c h o i c e  be tween  
s l a v e r y  and f reedom  a g a i n ,  he would choose  f r eedom ,  even  i f  t h a t  c h o i c e  
meant  o t h e r s  would d i e .  Going beyond C h r i s t i a n  c o n c e p t s  o f  good and 
e v i l ,  Nat  assumes  h e r e  th e  r a t i o n a l e  of  th e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t .  L ike  O r e s t e s  
i n  S a r t r e ' s  The F l i e s , he c h o o s e s  f reedom  a t  th e  ex p en se  o f  human l i f e .
And a l s o  l i k e  O r e s t e s ,  he r e f u s e s  t o  s u b m i t  t o  th e  remorse  which would 
doom him. He r em a ins  s a f e  from th e  F u r i e s  b e c a u s e  i n  t r u e  e x i s t e n t i a l  
f a s h i o n  he w i l l  n o t  s u b m i t  t o  any  o t h e r  m a n 's  s e n s e  o f  r i g h t  and wrong .
I n  t h i s  c o n n e c t i o n ,  i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  he comes to  b e l i e v e  
i n  p r i s o n  t h a t  t h e  " u l t i m a t e  d a m n a t io n "  would be to  l i v e  a s  a f l y ,
" w i t h o u t  w i l l  o r  c h o i c e  and  a g a i n s t  a l l  d e s i r e "  ( 2 7 ) .  To b r a i n l e s s l y  
a c c e p t  l i f e  a s  a f l y  does  i s  a l m o s t  u n t h i n k a b l e  t o  Nat .  He can n o t  
im agine  "a more m o n s t ro u s  h e l l  t h a n  . . .  a n  e x i s t e n c e  i n  which t h e r e  
was no a c t  o f  w i l l ,  no c h o i c e ,  b u t  a b l i n d  and a u t o m a t i c  o b e d i e n c e  t o  
i n s t i n c t "  ( 2 6 ) .
But Nat i s  n o t  s im p ly  a S a r t r e a n  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t .  D e s p i t e  h i s  
l a c k  o f  r e m o r s e ,  he s t i l l  f e e l s  a s e n s e  o f  l o s s  and i n c o m p l e t e n e s s .  B u t ,  
j u s t  b e f o r e  dawn o f  th e  day he i s  t o  be e x e c u t e d ,  he b e g i n s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  
what  i t  i s  he l a c k s  and why h i s  a t t e m p t s  t o  p r a y  were u n s u c c e s s f u l .  F i r s t ,
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he i s  " f l o o d e d  w i t h  s w i f t  s h i f t i n g  m em or ies ,  too  sw ee t  to  b e a r ,  o f  a l l  
d i s t a n t  c h i l d h o o d ,  o f  o ld  t ime p a s t "  ( 4 2 5 ) .  His t h o u g h t s  move from 
c h i l d h o o d  in n o c en ce  to  M a r g a r e t  W hi tehead ,  and  he h e a r s  h e r  v o i c e  w h i s ­
p e r i n g ,  " B e lo v e d ,  l e t  us love  one a n o t h e r : f o r  lo v e  i s  o f  God; and
e v e ry o n e  t h a t  l o v e t h  i s  b o rn  o f  God, and knoweth God. "  As he t u r n s  to  
s e a r c h  f o r  M a rg a re t  i n  the  d a r k n e s s ,  he h e a r s  h e r  w h is p e r  to  him a g a i n :
" I s  i t  n o t  t r u e , Na t ? Did He n o t  s a y , I  am th e  r o o t  and o f f s p r i n g  o f  
D av id ,  and the  b r i g h t  and morn ing s t a r ?" Nat th e n  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  i n  h i s  
whole l i f e  he has  nev e r  known r e a l ,  human l o v e .  I s o l a t e d  from most  o f  
h i s  f e l l o w  b l a c k s  by c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  te m peram en t ,  and e d u c a t i o n ,  and d e n i e d  
any m e a n in g fu l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  w h i t e s  b e c a u s e  o f  c o n v e n t i o n ,  Nat 
n e v e r  had the  chance  t o  g iv e  h i s  lo v e  to  an y o n e .  Denied t h i s  o p p o r t u n i t y
(which Cass  K i n s o l v i n g  d e f i n e d  a s  " h e l l " ) ,  N a t ,  a s  Lou i s  D. Rub in ,  J r .
12i n d i c a t e s ,  "can o n ly  h a t e ,  and th e  r e s u l t  i s  d e s t r u c t i o n . "
F i n a l l y  Nat r e a l i z e s  t h a t  even  i f  h i s  r e b e l l i o n  had been  a 
t a c t i c a l  s u c c e s s ,  he would have f a i l e d  i n  h i s  a t t e m p t  to  o b t a i n  t r u e  f r e e ­
dom. W i th o u t  l o v e ,  he s e e s  t h a t  he would n e v e r  have become a com ple te  
man. He welcomes th e  dawn w i t h  a new s e n s e  o f  a w a r e n e s s .  The morning  
s t a r ,  a symbol which s u g g e s t s  t h i s  new u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  C h r i s t i a n  l o v e ,  
" r i d e s  i n  th e  heavens  r a d i e n t  and p u r e ,  s e t  l i k e  c r y s t a l  amid the  s t i l l  
w a t e r s  o f  e t e r n i t y "  (4 2 8 ) .  For  N a t ,  t h e r e  i s  th e  "newborn b e a u t y  o f  t h e  
w o r ld "  (428) b e c a u se  h i s  own s p i r i t  has  b een  r e b o r n .
J u s t  b e f o r e  h i s  d e a t h ,  Nat  f e e l s  t h a t  h i s  l i f e  has  been  redeemed .  
No l o n g e r  does  he f e e l  a p a r t  from God. He now u n d e r s t a n d s  God and h i s  
own e x i s t e n c e  i n  a new l i g h t ,  the  New T e s t a m e n t  l i g h t  o f  l o v e .  "Y e s , "
12 Rubin ,  " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n  and Human B ondage , "  p .  10.
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t h i n k s  N a t ,  " I  would have done i t  a l l  a g a i n . I  would have d e s t r o y e d  them
a 1 1 . Yet  I  would have s p a r e d  o n e . would have s p a r e d  h e r  t h a t  showed
me Him whose p r e s e n c e  _I had n o t  fa thomed or  maybe n e v e r  even  known. G r e a t
God, how e a r l y  i t  i s U n t i l  now ^  had a l m o s t  f o r g o t t e n  His  name" (428) .
The "name" t h a t  Nat n e v e r  r e a l l y  knew was J e s u s  C h r i s t ' s ,  f o r  i n  answer
t o  th e  v o i c e  commanding him t o  " 'C o m e ! ' "  a t  th e  end o f  the  book ,  Nat
a n s w e r s ,  " 'E v e n  s o ,  come, Lord  J e s u s ' "  ( 4 2 8 ) .  Th i s  i s  the  f i r s t  t ime
t h a t  he has  a p p ro a c h e d  God th ro u g h  H is  Son b e c a u s e  i t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  t ime
t h a t  he has  u n d e r s to o d  th e  redeem ing  power o f  l o v e .  As R a t n e r  s a y s ,  "Nat
has  a f f i r m e d  h i s  manhood th r o u g h  r e b e l l i o n  and th ro u g h  h i s  e x p r e s s i o n
o f  love  f o r  M a r g a r e t .  He has  moved from i s o l a t i o n  t o  s e l f - d i s c o v e r y ,
13which . . . s i g n i f i e s  r e d e m p t i o n . "
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a s  i s  th e  c a s e  i n  a l l  o f  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n ,  the 
e n d i n g ,  i f  i t  i s  meant  t o  be r e d e m p t i v e ,  i s  a l i t t l e  s t r a i n e d .  Whereas 
i n  S e t  T h i s  House On F i r e , S t y r o n  g i v e s  us an u n c o n v i n c in g  e x i s t e n t i a l  
r e s o l u t i o n  t o  C a s s ' s  s o c i a l  and m ora l  d i lem m as ,  i n  The Confess  io n s  o f  
Nat  T u r n e r  he o f f e r s  us a p o w e r fu l  b u t  r a t h e r  u n c o n v i n c in g  " C h r i s t i a n "  
s o l u t i o n  t o  N a t ' s .  As A la n  H o ld e r  s a y s ,  "Having  b u i l t  such  a case  
a g a i n s t  h e r  ^ M a r g a r e t J , t h e  book i s  a s k i n g  to o  much of  us to  a c c e p t  
M a r g a r e t  a s  an  i n c a r n a t i o n  o f  C h r i s t l y  l o v e  and th e  a g e n t  o f  N a t ' s  r e ­
dem p t io n .  We a r e  g i v e n  a s p i r i t u a l  happy e n d in g  t h a t  i s  d e c i d e l y  
f o r c e d .
13 R a t n e r ,  W i l l i a m  S t y r o n , p .  118.
14 " S t y r o n ' s  S l a v e :  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat T u r n e r , "  The South  A t l a n ­
t i c  Q u a r t e r l y . LXVIII  ( S p r i n g ,  1 969 ) ,  177.
CHAPTER V
THE OLD ORDER AND THE NEW: REDEMPTION IN THE 
FICTION OF FAULKNER, PERCY, AND STYRON
In  an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  D iv in e  Comedy, "  K ar l  
M a lk o f f  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  the  b i t t e r  c o n t r o v e r s y  s u r r o u n d i n g  The C o n f e s s i o n s  
o f  Nat T u rn e r  has  l e d  many c r i t i c s  away from th e  c e n t r a l  i s s u e s  i n  the  
n o v e l  to  h e a t e d  d e b a t e s  o v e r  the  n a t u r e  o f  s l a v e r y  i n  the  Old S ou th  and 
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  a w h i t e ,  S o u t h e r n  a u t h o r  and a b l a c k ,  r e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y  c h a r a c t e r .  M a lk o f f  goes on t o  say :
As o b v i o u s l y  i n v o l v e d  w i t h  t h e  p rob lem s  of  b e i n g  a Negro and a 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y  a s  S t y r o n  i n  h i s  l a t e s t  book may b e ,  he i s  u l t i m a t e l y  
c o n c e rn e d  w i t h  the  same t e n s i o n s  t h a t  have dom ina ted  a l l  h i s  work - -  
be tween  f reedom and n e c e s s i t y ,  m a s t e r  and s l a v e ,  f a t h e r  and c h i l d .  
S t y r o n  has  n o t  d e a l t  w i t h  t h i s  theme - -  f o r  i t  i s  a s i n g l e  theme 
w i th  d i s t i n c t  a t t r i b u t e s  - -  s t a t i c a l l y ;  i t s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  have been  
d e v e lo p e d  from n o v e l  t o  n o v e l  i n  a manner p a r a l l e l  t o ,  though  n o t  
n e c e s s a r i l y  d e p e n d e n t  on ,  D a n t e ' s  D iv in e  Comedy.^
T h i s  s tu d y  has  a t t e m p t e d  to  show t h a t  S t y r o n  has  d e a l t  w i t h  v a r i a ­
t i o n s  and p r o g r e s s i o n s  on a s i n g l e  theme,  th e  theme o f  r e d e m p t io n  (which 
i s  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  what  M a lk o f f  c a l l s  the  themes o f  " f r eed o m  and n e c e s s i t y ,  
m a s t e r  and s l a v e . " )  I n  e a c h  of  h i s  f i c t i o n a l  w o rk s ,  S t y r o n  d e p i c t s  a t  
l e a s t  one c h a r a c t e r  on a m e t a p h y s i c a l  j o u r n e y  tow ard  th e  l i g h t .  I n  The 
C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  N at  T u r n e r , he p e r h a p s  h a s  e x p l o r e d  t h i s  theme t o  the  
f u l l e s t  e x t e n t  p o s s i b l e .  His  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  L i e  Down i n  D a r k n e s s , ends
" W i l l i a m  S t y r o n ' s  D iv in e  Comedy," i n  W i l l i a m  S t y r o n 1s The C o n f e s ­
s i o n s  o f  Nat T u r n e r :  A C r i t i c a l  Handbook, e d .  M e lv in  J .  F r iedm an  and 
I r v i n g  M a l in  (Be lmont ,  C a l i f o r n i a :  Wadsworth P u b l i s h i n g  Company, 1970) ,
p .  164.
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w i t h  an image o f  a p o c a l y p t i c  d a r k n e s s ,  w h i l e  h i s  l a s t ,  The C o n f e s s i o n s
o f  Nat T u r n e r . ends  w i t h  an  image o f  r e d e m p t iv e  l i g h t .
I n  eac h  c h a r a c t e r ' s  q u e s t  f o r  r e d e m p t i o n ,  we have  s e e n  a common
p a t t e r n  o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  I t  i s  one o f  f a i t h  b e i n g  d e s t r o y e d  by t i m e ,  f a t e ,
and e x p e r i e n c e  and b e i n g  renewed th ro u g h  i n t r o s p e c t i o n  and s t r u g g l e .
I n  eac h  n o v e l ,  a c h a r a c t e r  must  l e a r n  t h a t  he c a n n o t  l i v e  f o r e v e r  i n  a
W i n n ie - th e - P o o h  w o r l d .  He must  come f a c e  t o  f a c e  w i t h  th e  a b s u r d i t y
o f  th e  w o r ld  and c r e a t e  v a l u e  where t h e r e  seems to  be none .  He must
a l s o  l e a r n  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no f i x e d ,  e x t e r n a l  m ora l  code by which  man i s
t o  measure  h i s  and o t h e r ' s  a c t i o n s ;  he must f i n d  v a l u e  i n  h i s  own t r u e
s e l f ,  i m p e r f e c t  though he may b e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a c h a r a c t e r  must
r e a l i z e  u l t i m a t e l y  t h a t  he e x i s t s  a s  a member o f  th e  human community.
W i thou t  com m un ica t ion ,  w i t h o u t  love  f o r  someone e l s e ,  a man can  n e v e r
l e a d  a co m p le te  and m e a n in g f u l  e x i s t e n c e .
S t y r o n ' s  e s s e n t i a l l y  r e l i g i o u s  a t t i t u d e  toward  h i s  m a t e r i a l
p l a c e s  him s q u a r e l y  i n  t h e  m a in s t r e a m  o f  S o u th e r n  f i c t i o n .  L o u i s  L.
Rubin ,  J r .  and o t h e r s  have a l r e a d y  d e v e lo p e d  t h i s  t h e s i s  i n  c o n s i d e r a b l e  
2
d e t a i l .  My c o n c l u d i n g  comments w i l l  be l i m i t e d  t o  S t y r o n ' s  c o n c e p t  of  
r e d e m p t io n ,  which  I  w i l l  compare b r i e f l y  w i t h  the  r e d e m p t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  
i n  th e  f i c t i o n  o f  W i l l i a m  F a u l k n e r  and Walker  P e r c y .  S t y r o n  s t a n d s  
somewhere be tw een  F a u l k n e r ,  who p l a c e s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  em p h a s i s  on C h r i s t i a n  
( P r o t e s t a n t )  s a c r i f i c e  and s u f f e r i n g ,  and P e r c y ,  who p l a c e s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  
em phas i s  on e x i s t e n t i a l  a w a r e n e s s .
I n  c e r t a i n  r e s p e c t s ,  t h e  r e d e m p t iv e  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  S t y r o n ' s
2
See Rubin ,  The Faraway C o u n t r y , pp .  185-230 ,  and " W i l l i a m  S t y r o n  
and Human B ondage ,"  pp .  1 -1 2 ;  a l s o  see  S o u th e r n  F i c t i o n  T oday , ed .
George Core.
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f i c t i o n  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  we f i n d  in  F a u l k n e r .  Both a g r e e  t h a t  man 
b e g i n s  i n  c h i l d h o o d  in n o c e n c e  and ends  i n  a d u l t  c o r r u p t n e s s .  L i k e w i s e ,  
b o th  t h i n k  t h a t  a m a n 's  l i f e  i s  t o  a l a r g e  e x t e n t  c o n t r o l l e d  o r  d e t e r ­
mined by c i r c u m s t a n c e  o r  f a t e .  But b o th  a l s o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  f a i t h  and
s t r e n g t h  o f  w i l l  open th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  man can  surmount c i r c u m s t a n c e
3
and f o r g e  f o r  h i m s e l f  a m e a n i n g f u l  e x i s t e n c e .
D e s p i t e  t h e s e  s i m i l a r i t i e s ,  t h e r e  i s  a v e r y  b a s i c  d i f f e r e n c e  
b e tw een  S t y r o n  and F a u l k n e r .  F a u l k n e r ,  u n l i k e  S t y r o n ,  seems t o  m easure  
h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  a g a i n s t  m ora l  v a l u e s  which  a r e  b a s i c a l l y  C h r i s t i a n .
In  F a u l k n e r ' s  n o v e l s ,  one comes t o  f e e l  t h a t  no m a t t e r  how m a t e r i a l i s t i c ,  
r a c i s t ,  o r  d i s h o n e s t  many o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  may be ,  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  a v e r y  
r e a l  s e t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  and d e f i n a b l e  v a l u e s  by which  a man s h o u ld  l i v e .  
C h a r a c t e r s  such  as  D i l s e y ,  Ik e  M cC as l in ,  Byron Bunch,  Gavin  S t e v e n s ,  
and Nancy in  Requiem f o r  a_ Nun a r e  n o t  w i t h o u t  f a u l t s ,  b u t  th e y  a r e  a l l  
a d m i r a b l e  p e o p l e  and a l l  b a s i c a l l y  C h r i s t i a n  in  t h e i r  m o r a l i t y .  Each 
of  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  a c c e p t s  t h e  s i n f u l  n a t u r e  o f  man a n d  e v i l  i n  the  
u n i v e r s e .  But none o f  them e v e r  g i v e s  up hope t h a t  man can  somehow p r e ­
v a i l  i n  s p i t e  o f  h i s  s h o r t c o m i n g s .
I n  American  L i t e r a t u r e  and C h r i s t i a n  D o c t r i n e . R a n d a l l  S t e w a r t  
s ay s  o f  F a u l k n e r :  "T he re  i s  e v e ry w h e re  i n  h i s  w r i t i n g s  t h e  b a s i c  p rem is e
o f  O r i g i n a l  S i n :  ev e ry w h ere  t h e  b a s i c  c o n f l i c t  be tw een  the  f l e s h  and th e  
s p i r i t .  One f i n d s  a l s o  th e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  d i s c i p l i n e ,  o f  t r i a l  by f i r e
3
T h i s  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a g r o s s  o v e r s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  o f  F a u l k n e r ' s  
complex  t h e o l o g i c a l  a t t i t u d e s ,  b u t  p e r h a p s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  c o r r e c t  f o r  th e  
p u r p o s e s  o f  t h i s  c o m p a r i s o n .  For  a f u l l e r ,  b u t  by no means e x h a u s t i v e  
s t u d y  o f  F a u l k n e r ' s  r e l i g i o u s  t h o u g h t ,  s ee  R e l i g i o u s  P e r s p e c t i v e s  i n  
F a u l k n e r ' s  F i c t i o n : Yoknapatawpha and Beyond, e d .  J .  R o b e r t  B a r t h ,  S.  J .  
( N o t r e  Dame and London: U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N o t re  Dame P r e s s ,  1972) .
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i n  the  f u r n a c e  o f  a f f l i c t i o n ,  o f  s a c r i f i c e  and the  s a c r i f i c i a l  d e a t h ,
4
o f  r e d e m p t io n  th ro u g h  s a c r i f i c e . "  C l e a n t h  B ro o k s ,  who a g r e e s  w i t h  th e  
p a r t  o f  S t e w a r t ' s  t h e s i s  q u o te d  ab o v e ,  goes  on t o  say :  " F a u l k n e r  i s
a p r o f o u n d l y  r e l i g i o u s  w r i t e r  . . . h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  come o u t  o f  a C h r i s ­
t i a n  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  and r e p r e s e n t ,  w h a t e v e r  t h e i r  s h o r t c o m i n g s  and w h a t ­
e v e r  t h e i r  t h e o l o g i c a l  h e r e s i e s ,  C h r i s t i a n  c o n c e r n s ;  and . . . t h e y  
a r e  f i n a l l y  t o  be u n d e r s t o o d  o n ly  by r e f e r e n c e  t o  C h r i s t i a n  p r e m i s e s . " '*  
The same c a n n o t  be s a i d ,  I  t h i n k ,  o f  many o f  S t y r o n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s .  And 
h i s  n o v e l s  do n o t  r e f l e c t ,  a s  do F a u l k n e r ' s ,  a b e l i e f  i n  b a s i c  C h r i s t i a n  
m o r a l i t y .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e r e  seems t o  be no t r a d i t i o n a l  s e t  o f  m ora l  v a l u e s  
w h ich  a l o n e  w i l l  make l i f e  m e a n i n g f u l  i n  S t y r o n ' s  w o r l d .
However,  t h e  m a jo r  d i f f e r e n c e  be tween  t h e s e  two w r i t e r s  i n s o f a r  
a s  t h e  r e d e m p t iv e  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  c o n c e r n e d  seems t o  l i e  i n  F a u l k n e r ' s  
em p h as i s  on s u f f e r i n g .  Whereas  S t y r o n  a p p e a r s  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s u f f e r i n g  
i s  good and n e c e s s a r y  o n l y  i f  i t  p u r g e s  a man o f  h i s  i l l u s i o n s  and 
f o r c e s  him t o  f a c e  up t o  h i s  and t h e  w o r l d ' s  t r u e  n a t u r e ,  F a u l k n e r  
seems t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h ro u g h  s u f f e r i n g ,  man can  p a r t i a l l y ,  a t  l e a s t ,  
e x p i a t e  h i s  s i n s  and the  s i n s  o f  o t h e r  men. F a u l k n e r  i s  n o t  a C a l v i n ­
i s t ,  b u t  he does  have a s t r o n g  s e n s e  of  m a n 's  c o r r u p t i b i l i t y ,  i f  n o t  o f  
h i s  i n v o lv e m e n t  i n  o r i g i n a l  s i n .  Because  o f  h i s  v e r y  n a t u r e ,  man c a n ­
n o t  h e l p  b u t  s i n .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  F a u l k n e r  seems t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s u f f e r ­
i n g  i s  a m ora l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  The man who r e f u s e s  t o  s a c r i f i c e  and 
t o  s u f f e r  r e f u s e s  t o  a c c e p t  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  t h e  human community.
A mer ican  L i t e r a t u r e  and C h r i s t i a n  D o c t r i n e  ( B a to n  Rouge,  L o u i s i ­
a n a :  L o u i s i a n a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 958 ) ,  pp .  141-42 .
^ " F a u l k n e r ' s  V i s i o n  o f  Good and  E v i l , "  i n  R e l i g i o u s  P e r s p e c t i v e s  
i n  F a u l k n e r 1s F i c t i o n , pp .  j 7 - 7 5 .
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He r e f u s e s  t o  a t o n e  f o r  h i s  own s i n s  and th e  s i n  which  he i n h e r i t e d  from 
th e  p a s t .
F a u l k n e r ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  r e d e m p t io n  th ro u g h  s a c r i f i c e  and s u f f e r i n g  
can be s e e n  i n  such  n o v e l s  a s  L i g h t  i n  A ugus t  and Go Down M oses . p a r t i c ­
u l a r l y  in  th e  s t o r y  o f  Ike  M cC as l in .  However, p e r h a p s  th e  most  d i r e c t  
s t a t e m e n t  F a u l k n e r  makes a b o u t  r e d e m p t iv e  s u f f e r i n g  i s  t o  be found i n  
Requiem f o r  a Nun. ^  In  t h i s  r e l i g i o u s  drama,  Nancy k i l l s  Temple D r a k e ' s  
s i x - m o n t h - o l d  d a u g h t e r  b e c a u s e  she c a n n o t  l e t  Temple ru n  away a g a i n  from 
h e r  s i n s .  But  more i m p o r t a n t l y ,  Nancy c a n n o t  l e t  an in n o c e n t  c h i l d  
i n h e r i t  a l l  the  s i n  t h a t  Temple r e f u s e s  t o  e x p i a t e .  Nancy s e e s  t h a t  
T e m p le ' s  baby would be s t a r t i n g  l i f e  w i t h o u t  a f a i r  ch a n c e ;  the  b u rd e n  
o f  i n h e r i t e d  s i n  would be a l t o g e t h e r  to o  much t o  b e a r .
Temple,  how ever ,  c a n n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  why p e o p l e  must  s u f f e r  a t  a l l ,  
much l e s s  why t h e y  must s u f f e r  f o r  o t h e r s .  She b e l i e v e s  t h a t  N a n c y ' s  
a c t  and h e r  own s u b s e q u e n t  c o n f e s s i o n s  to  h e r  husband  b e f o r e  w i t n e s s e s  
c a u s e d  " / ju s t  s u f f e r i n g .  Not f o r  a n y t h i n g :  J u s t  s u f f e r i n g "  ( 2 1 1 ) .
G avin  S t e v e n s  q u i c k l y  r e p l i e s  to  t h i s ,  "You came h e r e  to  a f f i r m  the  v e r y  
t h i n g  which  Nancy i s  go ing  to  d i e  tomorrow morning  to  p o s t u l a t e :  t h a t
l i t t l e  c h i l d r e n ,  a s  lo ng  as  t h e y  a r e  l i t t l e  c h i l d r e n ,  s h a l l  be i n t a c t ,  
u n a n g u i s h e d ,  u n t o r n ,  u n t e r r i f i e d . "  F a u l k n e r  seems t o  b e l i e v e ,  as  
S t e v e n s  s a y s ,  " t h a t  t h e  a d u l t s ,  the f a t h e r s ,  t h e  o l d  and c a p a b l e  o f  s i n ,  
must  be r e a d y  and w i l l i n g  - -  n ay ,  e a g e r  - -  t o  s u f f e r  a t  a n y t i m e ,  t h a t  th e  
l i t t l e  c h i l d r e n  s h a l l  come u n t o  Him u n a n g u i s h e d ,  u n t e r r i f i e d ,  and u n d e ­
f i l e d "  ( 1 6 3 ) .
^ W i l l i a m  F a u l k n e r ,  Requiem f o r  a_ Nun (New York:  Random House ,
1 950 ) .  A l l  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n  a p p e a r  by page number w i t h i n  the  
t e x t .
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S in c e  a l l  men w i l l  n o t  a c c e p t  t h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  t h e r e  i s  no 
end t o  the  s u f f e r i n g  r e q u i r e d  of  man. When S te v e n s  a s k s  Nancy i f  p e o p le  
must  s u f f e r  o n l y  f o r  t h e i r  own s i n s  o r  t h e i r  own c h i l d r e n ' s  s i n s ,  Nancy 
a n s w e r s ,  " E v e r y b o d y ' s  . . . A l l  poor  s i n n i n g  m a n ' s . "  S t e v e n s  t h e n  a s k s ,  
"The s a l v a t i o n  o f  t h e  w o r ld  i s  i n  m a n 's  s u f f e r i n g .  I s  t h a t  i t ? "  and 
Nancy r e p l i e s ,  "Yes ,  s i r "  ( 2 7 6 ) .  Through s a c r i f i c e  and s u f f e r i n g ,  man 
a t t e m p t s  to  make th e  w o r ld  a b e t t e r  p l a c e  f o r  h i s  and o t h e r  m a n ' s  c h i l ­
d r e n ,  and f o r  each  g e n e r a t i o n  a s  y e t  u n b o r n .  And th ro u g h  t h i s  s a c r i f i c e  
and s u f f e r i n g ,  man a f f i r m s  what  s m a l l  n o b i l i t y  he has  a s  a human b e i n g .
As we have  s e e n ,  a l l  o f  S t y r o n ' s  m a jo r  c h a r a c t e r s  s u f f e r ,  b u t  
t h e i r  s u f f e r i n g  i s  n o t  t i e d  d i r e c t l y  t o  r e d e m p t i o n .  They s u f f e r  e i t h e r  
p h y s i c a l l y  o r  m e n t a l l y  b e c a u s e  o f  f a t e  ( b o r n  i n t o  p o v e r t y ;  a r e  a c c i d e n t -  
p r o n e ;  f a l l  v i c t i m  t o  s i c k n e s s ,  e t c . )  o r  b e c a u s e  t h e y  e i t h e r  have no 
f a i t h  a t  a l l  (Cass  K i n s o l v i n g  i n  P a r i s )  o r  no m e a n in g f u l  f a i t h  ( a l l  t h e  
L o f t i s e s ) .  S u f f e r i n g  i s  t h e  p r i c e  men have to  pay s im p ly  b e c a u s e  t h e y  
a r e  b o rn  i n t o  a u n i v e r s e  which i s  c h a o t i c  and a b s u r d .  P e r h a p s  S t y r o n ' s  
a t t i t u d e  toward  s u f f e r i n g  i s  r e f l e c t e d  b e s t  in  S e t  t h i s  House on F i r e . 
P e o p le  such  a s  M ic h e l e  R i c c i  and t h e  o l d  woman i n  Sambuco who s e l l  
f a g o t s  s u f f e r  b e c a u s e  t h e y  were  b o rn  poor  and u n lu c k y .  T h e i r  s u f f e r i n g  
i s  n o t  e n n o b l i n g  i n  any way, n o r  does i t  redeem them o r  o t h e r s .  In  f a c t ,  
i t  c a u s e s  even  more s u f f e r i n g .  Cass K i n s o l v i n g ,  who a l s o  s u f f e r s  more 
t h a n  h i s  s h a r e  o f  m e n t a l ,  i f  n o t  p h y s i c a l ,  a n g u i s h ,  p r o b a b l y  e x p r e s s e s  
S t y r o n ' s  t h o u g h t s  on s u f f e r i n g  most  a c c u r a t e l y .  Mason F l a g g  has  j u s t  
a s k e d  him i f  a l l  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  t im e s  a p e r s o n  goes  th ro u g h  make him a 
b e t t e r  man. Cass  r e p l i e s  h e a t e d l y :  "You c o u l d  keep  your  goddamn
e x p e r i e n c e  and g iv e  me back  th o s e  days when I  c o u ld  have been  swimming 
on the  g r e e n  c o a s t  of  C a r o l i n a ,  washed o v e r  by  c l e a n  g r e e n  waves and
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l e f t  u p r i g h t  and r e a d y  f o r  l i v i n g ,  i n s t e a d  of  h a l f  b u c k l e d  over  . . . 
w i t h  t h e  d i r t y  t a s t e  of  f e a r  i n  my mouth.  E x p e r i e n c e  . . . was f o r  the  
b i r d s ,  when i t  d i m i n i s h e d  a man. Bugger t h a t  k in d  o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  Bugger 
i t .  Bugger i t  f o r e v e r "  ( 3 9 5 ) .
In  Walker  P e r c y ' s  f i c t i o n ,  s u f f e r i n g  p e r  se a l s o  has  l i t t l e  
r e d e m p t iv e  v a l u e .  P e r c y  t h i n k s  t h a t  we a l l  s u f f e r  i n  some d e g re e  from 
what  he c a l l s  th e  m a l a i s e .  The p rob lem  i s  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  m a l a i s e  f o r  
what  i t  i s ,  t r a n s c e n d  i t ,  and th e n  s h a r e  o n e ' s  new c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i th  
a n o t h e r .
P e r c y ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  r e d e m p t io n  p r o b a b l y  t o u c h e s  S t y r o n ' s  most 
c l o s e l y  i n  a g e n e r a l  e x i s t e n t i a l  s e n s e .  Both a r e  co n c e rn e d  ab o u t  a 
m e a n in g f u l  l i f e  i n  a f r a g m e n t e d ,  a b s t r a c t ,  b o r i n g  w o r l d .  And bo th  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  man u l t i m a t e l y  d e f i n e s  h i m s e l f  i n  c o n c r e t e  a c t i o n  r a t h e r  
t h a n  a b s t r a c t  t h o u g h t .  The m a jo r  d i f f e r e n c e  be tween  t h e s e  two w r i t e r s '  
c o n c e p t  o f  r e d e m p t i o n  l i e s  i n  P e r c y ' s  em phas i s  on e x i s t e n t i a l  communion. 
P e r c y  a l s o  d i f f e r s  w i t h  S t y r o n  i n  t h a t  th e  r e d e m p t iv e  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  
e x p l o r e d  w i t h i n  a complex ,  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  an e s s e n t i a l l y  
r e l i g i o u s  f ram ework .^
I n  P e r c y ' s  w o r l d ,  man l e a d s  an i n a u t h e n t i c  o r  c u r t a i l e d  l i f e  
b e c a u s e  he i s  t r a p p e d  i n  " e v e r y d a y n e s s . "  He i s  no l o n g e r  a b l e  t o  s ee  
t h e  w or ld  i n  m e a n i n g f u l ,  human t e r m s .  Th i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  l i f e  
a f r e s h  and w i t h  meaning l e a d s  t o  e s t r a n g e m e n t  and d e s p a i r .  Modern man
^ In  my d i s c u s s i o n  o f  P e r c y ' s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t h o u g h t ,  I  am in d e b t e d  
t o  bo th  R ic h a r d  Lehan ,  "The Way Back: Redemption  I n  t h e  Novels  o f  Walker  
P e r c y , "  The S o u th e r n  R ev iew . Vol.  4 ,  No. 2 ( S p r i n g ,  1 968 ) ,  306 -19 ,  and 
M a r t i n  L u s c h e i ,  The S o v e r e i g n  W ay fa re r  (B a ton  Rouge,  L o u i s i a n a :  L o u i s i a n a  
S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 972 ) ,  pp .  19-63 .
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i s  l i k e  the  commuter who s t a r e s  b l a n k l y  o u t  t h e  window of  t h e  t r a i n .  He 
i s  bo red  by th e  f a m i l i a r  l a n d s c a p e ,  b u t  he i s  a l s o  u n e a s y  o r  s c a r e d  b e ­
cau se  he n e v e r  r e a l l y  knows why he i s  on the  t r a i n  i n  th e  f i r s t  p l a c e
Q
o r  what  i s  g o in g  t o  a w a i t  him when,  a l o n e ,  he s t e p s  o f f  the  t r a i n .
Th i s  c o n d i t i o n  P e r c y  c a l l s  the  m a l a i s e .
Redemption  in  P e r c y ' s  w o r ld  f i r s t  o f  a l l  n e c e s s i t a t e s  an e s c a p e
from e v e r y d a y n e s s ,  an a c q u i r i n g  o f  th e  a b i l i t y  to  s ee  s e l f  and the  w or ld
in  new, a u t h e n t i c  t e rm s .  Th is  t a s k  i s  a c c o m p l i s h e d  th ro u g h  " r o t a t i o n "
and " r e p e t i t i o n . "  R o t a t i o n  i s  "a s t r a t e g y  f o r  d e f e a t i n g  e v e r y d a y n e s s
9
and b r e a k i n g  m o m e n ta r i ly  i n t o  a u t h e n t i c  e x i s t e n c e . "  P e rc y  d e f i n e s  i t  
as  " t h e  q u e s t  f o r  th e  new as  t h e  new, th e  r e p o s i n g  of  a l l  hope i n  what  
may be a round  the  b e n d . " ^  I n  i t s  l e a s t  c o m p l i c a t e d  form, r o t a t i o n  i s  
e q u i v a l e n t  s im p ly  t o  d o in g  new t h i n g s  o r  s e e k i n g  v a r i e t y  i n  o n e ' s  a c t i v i ­
t i e s .  I n  h i s  d a t i n g  h a b i t s ,  Binx B o l l i n g  in  The M oviegoer  i l l u s t r a t e s  
t h i s  c o n c e p t  on t h i s  l e v e l .  He h a s  one ro m a n t i c  f l i n g  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  
w i t h  h i s  v a r i o u s  s e c r e t a r i e s  i n  an a t t e m p t  t o  d e f e a t  t h e  m a l a i s e .  At 
i t s  h i g h e s t  l e v e l ,  t h o u g h ,  r o t a t i o n  can  h e l p  a p e r s o n  b r e a k  th ro u g h  th e  
zone of  e v e r y d a y n e s s  by c u l t i v a t i n g  i n  him the  h a b i t  o f  s e e i n g  t h i n g s  
from a f r e s h ,  a u t h e n t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e .  I n  The L a s t  G e n t l e m a n , when Bibb 
B a r r e t t  l e a v e s  New York and b e g i n s  h i s  j o u r n e y  to  the  South  and t o  New 
Mexico ,  he i s  n o t  j u s t  s e e k i n g  a bromide  f o r  e v e r y d a y n e s s  b u t  a t r a n ­
scen d en c e  which i s  a l m o s t  r e l i g i o u s  i n  n a t u r e .
g
Lehan ,  p .  310 .  A l s o  s ee  W alker  P e r c y ,  "The Man on th e  T r a i n :  
Three  E x i s t e n t i a l  M odes ,"  P a r t i s a n  Review. XXIII  ( F a l l ,  1956) ,  478-  
94.
9
L u s c h e i ,  p .  45 .
^ P e r c y ,  "The Man on the  T r a i n , "  481 .
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A n o th e r  method i n  P e r c y ' s  f i c t i o n  o f  e s c a p i n g  t h e  d e s p a i r  of
e v e r y d a y n e s s  i s  t h a t  o f  r e p e t i t i o n .  R e p e t i t i o n  i s  a l o o k i n g  back  a t
o n e ' s  s e l f  i n  a segment o f  t im e  " w i t h o u t  s u r r e n d e r i n g  s e l f  as  a l o c u s
o f  e x p e r i e n c e  and p o s s i b i l i t y . " ^  I n  i t s  s i m p l e s t  form, r e p e t i t i o n  i s
m e re ly  a s a v o r i n g  of  a p a s t  moment i n  t i m e ,  a mere sa m p l in g  o f  e m o t io n .
But i n  i t s  mos t  p r o fo u n d  a s p e c t s ,  r e p e t i t i o n  i s  v e r y  c l o s e  t o  " M a r c e l ' s
c o n c e p t  o f  r e c o l l e c t i o n ,  t h e  d e t a c h m e n t  t h a t  i s  a n e c e s s a r y  p r e l u d e  t o
12t h e  r e t u r n  t o  s e l f . "  I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  r e p e t i t i o n  i s  a s e r i o u s  a t t e m p t  
t o  t r a n s c e n d  e v e r y d a y n e s s .  One s t a n d s  d e t a c h e d  from h i m s e l f  and s i m u l ­
t a n e o u s l y  lo o k s  backw ards  and f o r w a r d s  a t  t h e  s e l f  i n  t i m e ,  a t t e m p t i n g  
t o  answ er  the  q u e s t i o n ,  Who am I ?
As M a r t i n  L u s c h e i  p o i n t s  o u t ,  one o f  t h e  b e s t  examples  of  
r e p e t i t i o n  i n  P e r c y ' s  n o v e l s  o c c u r s  i n  The Moviegoer when Binx and K a te  
t r a v e l  t o  Ch icago  on t h e  t r a i n .  As soon a s  he e n t e r s  t h e  t r a i n  s t a t i o n ,  
Binx remembers t h e  t ime t e n  y e a r s  ago when he l a s t  rode  a t r a i n .  But 
a t  the  same t i m e ,  he can  s ee  h i m s e l f  i n  t ime p r e s e n t  moving i n t o  t h e  
f u t u r e :  " I t  was t e n  y e a r s  ago t h a t  I  l a s t  rode  a t r a i n ,  from San
F r a n c i s c o  to  New O r l e a n s ,  and so t e n  y e a r s  s i n c e  I  l a s t  e n jo y e d  th e  
p e c u l i a r  g n o s i s  o f  t r a i n s ,  s t o o d  on th e  eminence  from which t h e r e  i s  r e ­
v e a l e d  b o th  t h e  s o r r y  l i t t e r  o f  t h e  p a s t  and the  f u t u r e  b r i g h t  and s im p le
as  can  b e ,  and th e  g o in g  i t s e l f ,  o n e ' s  p r i v i l e g e d  p r o g r e s s  t h ro u g h  t h e  
13w o r l d . "  J
i L , . ,I b i d .
12 L u s c h e i ,  p .  51 .  A ls o  s e e  G a b r i e l  M arce l  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  E x i s t e n ­
t i a l i s m . t r a n s .  Manya H a r a r i  (New York:  C i t a d e l  P r e s s ,  1 961 ) ,  2 3 -2 4 .
13Luschei, pp. 48 -49 .
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The u l t i m a t e  f u n c t i o n  of r o t a t i o n  and r e p e t i t i o n  i s  t o  f r e e  man
from h i s  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s ,  i s o l a t e d  l i f e  as  an  e s t r a n g e d  i n d i v i d u a l  so
t h a t  he may s h a r e  h i s  t r u e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i t h  a n o t h e r  human b e i n g .  This
communion w i t h  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n  i s  an e s s e n t i a l l y  r e l i g i o u s  e x p e r i e n c e  to
P e r c y .  I t  i s  what  g i v e s  meaning to  l i f e .  F a i l u r e  t o  a c h i e v e  t h i s
14communion " l e a d s  t o  n o t h i n g n e s s ,  an e m p t i n e s s  of  mind and s o u l . "  I n
i t s  s i m p l e s t  form, t h i s  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y  can  be i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e
s h a r e d  jo k e  o r  the  s h a r e d  s e c r e t . ^  On i t s  h i g h e s t  l e v e l ,  t h i s  communion
of  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  " b r e a k s  down t h e  b a r r i e r s  be tween  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  moves
16
them from an I  - I t  t o  an I - T h o u "  r e l a t i o n s h i p . "  Th i s  s h a r e d  c o n ­
s c i o u s n e s s  i s  a t  the  v e r y  h e a r t  o f  P e r c y ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  r e d e m p t i o n .  I t  i s  
th e  b a s i s  of  Binx and K a t e ' s  m a r r i a g e  a t  the  end o f  The Moviegoer  and 
o f  B a r r e t t  and S u t t e r ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a t  t h e  end o f  The L a s t  G e n t l e m a n .
S t y r o n  seems t o  have b een  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  c o n c e p t  o f  redemp­
t i v e  communion i n  a l l  o f  h i s  n o v e l s ,  though  he does  n o t  e x p l o r e  o r  
d r a m a t i z e  t h i s  ide a  i n  any c l i n c i a l  way.  L ike  P e r c y ,  S t y r o n  a p p e a r s  to  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  man a l o n e  i s  i n c o m p l e t e ;  he needs  t o  s h a r e  h i s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  
w i t h  a n o t h e r  human b e i n g .  In  t h e i r  own l i m i t e d ,  p a t h e t i c  way, f o r  
exam ple ,  M i l t o n  and P e y to n  L o f t i s  want  t o  d e v e lo p  an I -Thou  r e l a t i o n ­
s h i p  b u t  a r e  i n c a p a b l e  o f  t r a n s c e n d i n g  t h e i r  p r e c o n d i t i o n e d  ways o f  
lo o k i n g  a t  th e m s e lv e s  and t h e  w o r l d .  N e i t h e r  becomes an  a u t h e n t i c  
human b e i n g  who i s  t r u l y  aware of  h i s  o r  t h e  w o r l d ' s  n a t u r e .
A l s o ,  one r e a s o n  t h a t  Mannix i s  u n a b l e  t o  c a r r y  o u t  a t r u l y
14Lehan,  p .  311.  
^ L u s c h e i ,  p .  54.  
^ L e h e n ,  p .  311.
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m e a n in g f u l  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  th e  M ar ine  Corps i s  t h a t  he becomes more 
i s o l a t e d  and t h e r e f o r e  more f a n a t i c a l  a s  th e  march p r o g r e s s e s .  In  h i s  
i n a u t h e n t i c  r o l e  a s  e n s l a v e r ,  Mannix has  no one he can  communicate w i t h .
He i s  e s t r a n g e d  from h i s  own s e l f  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  men i n  h i s  company.
T h i s  f a c t  i s  b r o u g h t  home t o  him a t  t h e  end o f  th e  s t o r y  when th e  Negro 
woman shows t r u e  c o n c e r n  f o r  him. Her sympathy ,  Mannix r e a l i z e s  p e r ­
haps  to o  l a t e ,  i s  s o m e th in g  a u t h e n t i c  and human. Th i s  one b r i e f  
communion seems to  be w o r th  more t h a n  th e  t o t a l  sum o f  h i s  f a n a t i c a l  
r e b e l l  i o n .
A ga in ,  we can  see  S t y r o n ' s  i n t e r e s t  i n  r e d e m p t iv e  communion in  
F r a n c e s c a  and C a s s ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  S e t  Th is  House on F i r e  and i n  
M a r g a r e t  and N a t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  The C o n f e s s i o n s  o f  Nat  T u r n e r . I n  
th e  f i r s t  c a s e ,  t h o u g h ,  Cass s im p ly  w o r s h i p s  F r a n c e s c a  i n s t e a d  o f  s h a r ­
ing  h i s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i t h  h e r .  T h e i r s  i s  more of  an u n d e r s t o o d ,  u n ­
s p e a k i n g ,  s a c r a m e n t a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  At t h e  v e r y  end o f  The C o n f e s s i o n s  
of  Nat  T u r n e r . on th e  o t h e r  h and ,  S t y r o n  h a s  Nat  move ( r a t h e r  u n c o n ­
v i n c i n g l y ,  I  t h i n k )  to  an  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y  o r  s h a r e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  
M a r g a r e t  which i s  q u i t e  c l o s e  to  P e r c y ' s  c o n c e p t  of  e x i s t e n t i a l  communion. 
I n  f a c t ,  N a t ' s  whole  c o n f e s s i o n  c o u ld  be c o n s i d e r e d  a s  a k in d  o f  e x t e n d e d  
r e p e t i t i o n .  He h a s  looked  backward i n t o  t ime w h i l e  k e e p i n g  one eye on 
h i s  impending d e a t h .  And b e c a u s e  o f  t h i s  r e p e t i t i o n ,  Nat d e v e l o p s  a 
new a w a re n e s s  of  s e l f  and h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  th e  w o r ld .  He i s  a b l e  to  
b r e a k  down th e  b a r r i e r s  be tw een  h i m s e l f  and  M a r g a r e t  and h i m s e l f  and 
God and f u s e  h i s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i t h  t h e i r s .  At t h e  end of  th e  n o v e l ,
S t y r o n  s u r e l y  w a n ts  us  t o  s e e  Nat  a s  no l o n g e r  an  i s o l a t e d ,  t o t a l l y  
s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  man b u t  an  a u t h e n t i c  human b e i n g  who has  t r a n s c e n d e d  the  
e v e ry d a y  w o r ld  and i s  a b l e  t o  s h a r e  f u l l y  h i s  new a w a re n e s s  and h i s  
l o v e .
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F i n a l l y ,  though S t y r o n ' s  m ora l  and p h i l o s o p h i c a l  v i s i o n  in  
g e n e r a l  i s  s i m i l a r  i n  c e r t a i n  r e s p e c t s  t o  b o th  F a u l k n e r ' s  and P e r c y ' s ,  
S t y r o n  has  h i s  own u n iq u e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  w or ld  and o f  r e d e m p t io n .  I t  
i s  n o t  C h r i s t i a n  o r  C h r i s t i a n  humanism b u t  n e i t h e r  i s  i t  c o m p l e t e l y  
e x i s t e n t i a l .  The m ora l  c e n t e r  o f  S t y r o n ' s  f i c t i o n  seems t o  be one of  
t e n s i o n  be tw een  the  two.  Through b o th  i n t r o s p e c t i o n  and e x p e r i e n c e ,  
each  o f  S t y r o n ' s  m a jo r  c h a r a c t e r s  s e e k s  a f a i t h  and a m o r a l i t y  which 
w i l l  r e c o n c i l e  the  complex n a t u r e  o f  h i s  u n i v e r s e  and w i l l  make him a 
human b e i n g  i n s t e a d  o f  a s l a v e .
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